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AN EXPLANATORY NOTE 


The most hriilmnt you fag ecommist in A}-?ier!£a—die one so deemed itt 
least, by it jury ofhis elde^rs—brakes to a stop atu traffic light on Cbiatgo’s 
south side. It is a sunny day in mid-June. He drives an aging green Chevy 
Cavalier with a dusty dashboard and a window that doesn't quite shut, 
prodticing a dull roar at highway speeds. 

But die car is quiet for now, as are the noontime streets: gas stations, 
boundless concrete, brick buildings widrplytvood windows. 

An elderly Isomeless man approaches. It says he is Isomeless right on his 
sign^ which also asks for money. He wears a torn jacket, too heavy for the 
\mrm day, and a ^imy red baseball cap. 

The economist doesn't lock his doors or inch the carprward. Nor does 
he go scrounging for spare change. Hejustmitches, as if through one-way 
glass. After a while, the homeless rnitn moves along. 

‘'He had nice headphones, "says the economist, still watching in the 


rearview mirror. 


'‘Well nicer dsan die ones I have. Otherwise, it doesn't 


look like he has many assets. 
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Si-n-'m itwff iisnds to se^ rffings iiijferentiy than d}€ average person. 
Differently, too^ tlmn the uverage economistr This is eititer a tmnderfiil 
trak {?r(i troubling om\ depending on how you ffel about eeonomists. 

—The New York Times Magazine, Augiest 3, 2003 

in the summer of 2003, The A^eu' Yorh Times Magazine sent Stephen 
J. Dubner, an author and [ournalisCj to wnite a profile of Steven 
D. Levitt, a heralded young economist at the University of Chicago. 

Dubner, who was researching a book about the pstxJiology of 
money, had lately been interviewing many economists and found that 
the}" often spoke English as if it were a fourth or fifth language. Levitt, 
wiio had just w'on tire John Bates Clark Medal (awarded even" two 
}"ears to the best American economist under fort}"), had lately been in¬ 
terviewed by many journalists and found that their thinking wasn’t 
very. . . robust, as an economist might say. 

But Levitt decided that Dubner wasn’t a complete idiot. And Duh- 
ner found that Levitt wasn’t a human slide rule. The writer was daz¬ 
zled by the inventiveness of the economist’s work and his knack for 
explaining it. Despite Levitt’s elite credentials [Harvard undergrad, a 
PhD from MIT, a stack of awards), he approached economics in a Jio- 
tably unorthodox way. He seemed to look at tilings not so much as an 
academic but as a very .smart and curious explorer—a documentary 
filmmaker, perhaps, or a forensic ijivestigatoror a bookie whose mar¬ 
kets ranged from sports to crime to pop culture. He professed little in¬ 
terest in the sort of monetary issues that come to mind when Jiiost 
people think about economics; he practically blustered with self- 
effacement. “I iust don’t know ven"much about the field of econom- 
ics,” he told Dubner atone point, swiping the hair from his e}"es. “I’m 
not good at math, I don’t know a lot of econometrics, and I also don’t 
know how to do theon". If you ask me about whether the stock 
market’s going to go up or dow'n, if you ask me whether the economy’s 
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going [o grow or shrink, if you ask me wheclier deflacioifs good or 
bad, if vou ask me abou: taxes—I mean, it w'ould be total fakerv if I 

^ ^ I" 

said I knew anything about any of those things/ 

’'Sdiat interested Levitt were the stuff and riddles of evenTda^^ life. 

/ i 

His investigations were a feast for anyone wanting to know' how' the 
w'orld really works. His singular attitude was evoked in Dubner’s re¬ 
sulting article: 


As Levitt sees it, economies is ei science witij excelletit tools forgtfin- 
fng answers but a serious shortage ofinterestmg question. His par¬ 
ticular gift is the ability to ask such questions. For instance: If drug 
dealers make so much money, why do drey still live with their 
mothers? Which is more dangerous, a gun or a. swimming pool? 
What really caused crime rates to plunge during the past decade? 
Do real-estate agents have their clients^ best interests at heart? Why 
do black parents give their children names that may hurt their ca^ 
reer prospects? Do schoolteachers cheat to meet high-stakes testing 
standards?Is sumo wrestling corrupt? 

And how does a homeless man in tattered chtlmig afford $50 
headphones? 

Many people—including a fair number of his peers—might 
not recognize LevitFs work as economics at all. But he hm merely 
distilled dse so-called dismal science to its most primal aim: ex¬ 
plaining how people get what they warn. Unlike most academics, 
he is utuifraid of using personal obsermtions and curiosities; he is 
also unafhiid of anecdote and storytelling (but he is afraid of calcu¬ 
lus). He is an intuitionist. He sifts through a pile of data to ffid a 
stoiy tfjat no one else has found. He figures a way to measure an ef 
ftct tftat veteran economists haddeckred unmeasurable. His abid¬ 
ing interests—though he says he has never traficked in them 
himself—are cheating, corruption, and crime. 
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Levitt's blazing cariosity also proved attractive to thousands of 
New YorJ^ Times readers. He was beset by questions and queries, rid¬ 
dles and requests—from General xVIotors and the New York Yankees 
and U.S. senators but also from prisoners and parents and a man who 
for cwentj" years had kept precise data on his sales of bagels. A former 
Tour de France champion called Levitt to ask his help in proving that 
the current Tour is rife with^ doping; the Central Intelligence Agency 
w'anted to know' how' Levitt might use data to catch money launderers 
and terrorists. 

Wdiat they were all responding to w'as the force of Levitt's underly¬ 
ing belief; that the modern w'orld, despite a surfeit of obfiiscation, 
complication, and downright deceit, is wac impenetrable, is wor un- 
know'able, and—if the right questions are asked—is even more in¬ 
triguing than we think. All it takes is a new'way of looking. 

In New York City, the publishers w'ere telling Levitt he should 
w'hte a book. 


“Write a book?” he said. “I don't want to w'rite a book.” He alreadv 
had a million more riddles to solve than time to solve them. Nor 


did he think himself much of a w'hter. So he said that no, he wasn’t 
interested—“unless,” he proposed, “ma}^be Dubner and I could do it 
together.” 

Collaboration isn't for everyone. But the two of tJaem—henceforth 
Icnow'n as the tw'o of m —decided to talk things over to see if such a 
book might work. We decided it could. We hope }’ou agree. 







Levitt had an interview tor the Society of Fetiows, the venerable intetiectual 
Clubhouse at Harvard that pays young scholars to do their own work, tor three 
years, with no comm>trr\ents. Levitt felt he didn't stand a chance. For starters, 
he didn't consider himself an intelleaual. He would be interviewed over dinner 
by the senior fellows, a collection of world-renowned philosophers, scientists, 
and historians. He worried he wouldn't have enough conversation to last even 
th e first cours e. 

Disguietingly, one of the senior fellows said to Levitt, "I'm having a hard 
time seeingthe unifying theme of your work. Could you explain it?" 

Levitt was stymied. He had no Idea what his unifying theme was, or if he 
even had one. 

Amartya Sen, the future Hobel-winning economist. Jumped In and neatly 
summadzed what he saw as Levitt's theme. 

yes, Levitt said eagerly, that's my theme. 

Another fellow then offered another theme. 

You're ri^t, said Levitt, that's erne. 


Ana so fike tfogs tugging a bone, i/nW ffte ^^itosopher Robert 


Nozick interrupteb. 

"Hov^ ddRreyou, 5teve7' he Bskeb, 
''Jwenty-^x7 


Nozick turneb to the other tetiowsi "He's ^wo]^^v-s/;^ years oib. why boes he 
neeb to have a unifying theme? Maybe he's going to be one of those peopie 


who's so taienteb he ^3'oesJ^'^ neeb one. He'ff take a Question anb he'U just an¬ 


swer it, anb it'SS be fine." 


The New York Julies Ma gazine, August 3, 2003 
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INTRODUCTION: 
The Hidden Side of 

Everything 


Am^ne living in the Unired Scates in the early 1990s and paying even 
a whisper of accention to che nighd^ new's or a daily paper could be 
foi'c^iven for havinp been scared out of his skin. 

The culprit was crime. It had been rising relendessly—a graph 
plotting che crime race in any American city over recent decades 
looked like a ski slope in proiile—and ic seemed now co herald che 
end of the world as wo knew ic. Death by gunfire, incentionai and och- 
erwise, had become commonplace. So too had cariacklng and crack 
dealing, robbery and rape. Violenc crime was a gruesojne, conscanc 
cojnpanion. And things were abouc co gee ovon worse. Much worse. 
Mi che expercs wore saying so. 

The cause was the so-called superpredator. For a cime, he was 
everywhere. Glowering from che cover of newsweeklies. Swaggering 
his wa}^ tlaroLigh fooc-thlck goverjimenc reporcs. He was a scrawny, 
big-cit}^ teenager with a cheap gun in his hand and nothing in his 
hearc but ruthlessness. There wore thousands out chere jusc like him. 
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we w'ere cold, a generation of killers about to hurl the country into 
deepest chaos. 

In 199!> the crimijtolegist James j\lan Fox wrote a report for the 
U.S. attorney general that grimly detailed the coming spike in mur¬ 
ders by teenagers. Fox proposed optimistic and pessimistic scenarios. 
In the optimistic scenario, he believed, the rate of teen homicides 
would rise another 13 percent over the next decade; in the pessimistic 
scenario, it would more than double. "The next crime wave will get so 
bad,” he said, ""that it wall make 1993 look like the good old da^'s.” 

Other criminologists, political scientists, and similarly learned 
forecasters laid out the same horrible future, as did President Clinton. 
“We know weVe got about six j^ears to turn this iuvenile crime thing 
around,” Clinton said, “or our country is going to be living w'ith 
chaos. And my successors will not be giving speeches about the won¬ 
derful opportunities of the global economy, thejfll be trying to keep 
body and soul together for people on the streets of these cities.” The 
smart money was plainly on the criminals. 

And then, instead of going up and up and up, crime began to fall. 
And fall and fall and fall some more. The crime drop was startling in 
several respects. It was ubiquitous, with erer)^ category of crime falling 
in every part of the country. It was persistent, with incremental de¬ 
creases year after year. And it was entirely unanticipated—especially 
by the very experts who had been predicting the opposite. 

The magnitude of the reversal w'as astounding. The teenage mur¬ 
der rate, instead of rising 100 percent or even 15 percent as James 
j^an Fox had warned, fell more than 30 percent within five years. By 
3000 tile overall murder rate in the United States had dropped to its 
low'est level m thirtv-five years. So had the rate of lust about every 

j' ^ ' i" 

Other sort of crime, from assault to car theft. 

Even thougli the experts had failed to anticipate the crime dro].:*— 
which was in fact w'ell under way even as they made their horrifying 
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piedicc[ons—thet^ now harried to explain it. Most of tlrerr dieories 
sounded perfect!}^ logical. It was tlie roaring 1990s economy, they 
said, chat helped turn back crime. It was die proliferarion of gun con¬ 
trol laws, they .said. It was the sortof inno’vative policing strategies put 
into place in New York City, where murders would fall from 2,245 in 
1990 to 596 in 2003. 

These theories were not only logical; thei^yere also eficotmtgmg, 
for they attributed the crime drop to specific and recent human 
initiatives. If it was gun control and clever police strategies and better- 
papng fobs that quelled crime—well then, the power to stop crimi- 
jials had been wdthin our reach all along. As it w'ould be the next time, 
God forbid, that crime got so bad. 

These theories made their way, seemingly without question, from 
the experts’ mouths to journalists’ ears to the public’s mind. In short 
course, they became conventional wisdom. 

There was only one problem: diey w'eren’t true. 

There was another fac-tor, meanwhile, that greatly contributed 
to the massive crime drop of the 1990s. It had taken .shape more than 
twenty ’^^ars earlier and concerned a voung woman in Dallas named 

J j j' o 

Norma McCo rv'ev. 

k 

Like the proverbial butterfl}" that flaps its wings on one continent 
and eventualh'causes a hurricane on another, Norma McCorv'e;^ dra- 
matically altered the course of events without intending to. All she 
had wanted was an abortion. She was a poor, uneducated, unskilled, 
alcoholic, drug-using twontv-one-vear-old woman who had already 

S' .> i> f 

given up two children for adoption and now', in 1970, found herself 
pregnant again. But in Texas, as in all but a few states at that time, 
abortion w'as illegal. McCorvey’s cause came to be adopted by people 
far more powerful than she. They made her the lead plaintiff in a 
clas.s-action lawsuit seeking to legalize abortion. The defendant wus 
Henry Wade, the Dallas County district attorne’^': The case ultimately 
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made it to the U.S. SiLpreine Court, by which time McCorvey^s n^ime 
had been disguised as Jane Roe. On January 22, 1973, the court ruled 
in favor of Ms. Roe, allowing legalized abortion Ehroughout tlie coun¬ 
try. By this crme, of course, it was far coo late for Ms. McCoiv'e^^/Roe 
to have her abortion. She had given birth and put tire child up for 
adoption. (Years later she would renounce her allegiance to leg^ilized 
abortion and become a pro-life activist.) 

So how'did Roe u VfiWcfhelp trigger, a generation later, the greatest 
crinre drop in recorded history? 

As far as crime Is cojicerned, it turns out chat not all children are 
born equal. Not even close. Decades of studies have showji chat a 
child boi n into an adverse family environment is far more likelvtlran 

j" J 

ocher children co become a criminal. And che millions of women 
most likely to have an abortion in the wake of Roe k —poor, un- 

mariied, and ceenagie mothers for w'hom illegal abortions had been 
too expensive or coo hard co get—were often models of adversity. 
They were che very women whose children, if boj n, would have been 
much more likely than average to become criminals. But because of 
Roe V. Wade, these children weren’t being born. This powerful cause 
w'ould have a drastic, distant effect: years later, just as chese unborn 
children would have entered their criminal primes, che rate of crime 
began to plummet. 

It wasn't gun control or a strong economy or new' police strategies 
that hnally blunted the American crime wave. It was, among other 
factors, tlie reality chat the pool of potential criminals had dramati¬ 
cally shrunk. 

Now', as che crijne-drop experts (the tormer crime doomsayers) 
spun their theories co che media, how' man}^ times did thej^cite legal¬ 
ized abortion as a cause? 

Zero. 
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Iz is tJie qulntessencial blend of commerce and camaraderie: }T51 i hire 
a reaJ-estare a^enc lo sell home. 

S' j 

She sizes up its charms, .snaps some pictures, secs che price, writes a 
seductive ad, show's che Jrou.se aggressively, negotiaces che offers, and 
sees the deal chrough to its end. Sure, ic's a lot of w'ork, but she’s get¬ 
ting a nice cue. On tire sale of a $.300,000 house, a typical 6 percent 
agent fee jdelds $18,000. Eighteen thousand dollars, you sar^ to our¬ 
self: that’s a lot of money. But t^u also tell yourself that you never 

m f m m 

could have sold the house for $300,000 on r^ur own. The a^enc knew' 
how to—w'hac’s that phrase she used?—‘hnasimize the houses value.” 
She got you cop dollar, right? 

Right? 

A real-estate agent is a different breed of expert chan a criminolo¬ 
gist, but she is every bit che e.xpert. That is, she knows her field far bet¬ 
ter chan the latnrran on whose behalf she is acting. She is better 
informed about the house’s value, the state of che housing market, 
even the buver’s frame of mind. You depend on her for this informa- 

ji 

tion. That, in fact, is w'hyyou hired an expert. 

As che world has grow'n jnore specialized, countless such experts 
have made themselves similarly indispensable. Eteccors, lawv'ers, con¬ 
tractors, stockbrokers, auto mechanics, mortgage brokers, financial 
planners: they all enjoy a gigantic informational advantage. And they 
use that advantage to help you, che person who hired tliem, get ex¬ 
actly what you want for che best price. 

Right? 

It w'ould be lovely to think so. But experc.s are human, and humans 
respond to incentives. How' am^ given expert treats you, therefore, will 
depend on how that expert’s incentives are set up. Sometimes his in¬ 
centives may work in your favor. For instance: a study of Califoj'nia 
auto mechanics found tiiey often passed up a small repair bill by 
letting failing cars pass emissions inspections—che reason being that 
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len[enc mechanics are reu'ai'ded with repeat business. But in a differ¬ 
ent case, an expert’s inceirtives jnay w'ork against you. In a medical 
study, it turned out that obstetricians in areas w'ith declining birth 
rates are much more likely to perform cesarean-section deliveries than 
obstetricians in growing areas—suggesting that, when business is 
tough, doctors trj^'to ring up more expensive procedures. 

It is one thing to muse about experts’ abusing their position and 
another to prove it. The best way to do so would be to measure how' 
an expert treats you versus how' Ire performs the same serv'ice for him¬ 
self. Unfortunately a surgeon doesn’t operate on himself. Nor is his 
medical file a matter of public record; neither is an auto mechanic’s re¬ 
pair log for his ow'n car. 

Real-estate sales, Jrowever, i^re a matter of public record, i^nd real- 
estate agents often do sell their owm honres. A recent set of data cover¬ 
ing the sale of nearly 100,000 houses in suburban Chicago shows that 
more than 3,000 of those houses were ow'ned by the agejits them¬ 
selves. 

Before plunging into the data, it helps to ask a question: what is 
the real-estate agent’s incentive when she is selling iier ow'n home? 
Simple: to make the best deal possible. Presumably this is also}X)ur in¬ 
centive when ’^TOLi are selling vour home. And so vour incentive and 
tlae real-estate agent’s incentive would seem to be nicel}^aligjied. Her 
commission, after all, is based on the sale price. 

But as incentives go, commissions are tricky. First of all, a 6 per¬ 
cent real-estate commission is typical!}" split between the seller’s agent 
and the buyer’s. Each agent then kicks back half of her take to the 
agenc}". ’'Sdiich means that onh" 1.3 percent of the purchase price goes 
directly into your agent’s pocket. 

So on tlie sale of your $300,000 house, her personal take of the 
$18,000 commission is $4,300. Still not bad, you sa}". But what if the 
house was actual!}’'worth more than $300,000? What if, with a little 
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moi'e effort and paciejice and a more newspaper ads, she could 
have sold It for $310,000? jAfter die commission, chat puts an addi¬ 
tional $9,400 In }^ur pocket. But the agent’s additional share—lier 
personal i.5 percent of the extra $10,000—is a mere $150. If you 
earn $9,400 while she earns onh^ $ 150, mavbe your incentives aren’t 
aligned after all. (Especially when she’s the one patdng for the ads and 
doing all the work.) Is tlie agent whiling to put out all that extra time, 
money, and energy tor just $ 130? 

There’s one way to find out: measure the difference between the 
sales data for houses chat belonc; to real-estate agents chemselyes and 

Cl Cl 

the houses they sold on behalf of clients. Using the data from tlie sales 
of chose 100,000 Chicago homes, and controlling for any number of 
variables—location, age and quality of the house, aestlietics, and so 
on—It turns out that a real-estate agent keeps her own home on the 
market an average of ten days longer and sells It for an extra 3-pius 
percent, or $10,000 on a $300,000 house. When she sells her own 
house, ajr agent holds out for the best offer; when she sells j^urs, she 
pushes you to take the first decent offer that comes along. Like a 
stockbroker churning commissions, she wants to make deals and 
make them fast. Why not? Her share of a better offer—$150—is coo 
puny an incentive to encourage her to do otherwise. 


Of all the truisms about politics, one Is held to be truer tlian the rest: 
money buys elections. Arnold Schwarzenegger, Michael Bloomberg, 
Jon Corzlne—these are but a few recent, dramatic examples of the 
truism at work. (Disregard for a moment the contrary examples of 
Howard Dean, Stev'e Forbes, Michael Huffington, and especially 
Tliomas Golisano, who over tlie course of three gubernatorial elec¬ 
tions in New' York spent $93 million of his ow'n money and w'on 4 
percent, 8 percent, and 14 percent, respective!}’', of the vote.) Most 
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people would agree that money has an undue hiHuence on elections 
and that far too much money is spent on political campaigns. 

Indeed, election data show it is true that the candidate who spends 
more money in a campaign u sually w'ins. But Is money the dime of the 
victon^ 

It might seeju logical to think so, much as it might have seemed 
logical that a booming 1990s economy helped reduce crime. Btit just 
because tw'o things are correlated does not mean that one causes the 
other. A correlation simply means that a relationship exists between 
two factors—let's call them A"and Y -—but it tells you nothing about 
the direction of that relationship. Ifs possible thatXcauses P; it’s also 
possible that Y causes X\ and it may be that X and Y are both being 
caused bi'some other factor, Z. 

Think about this correlation: cities with a lot of murders also tend 
to have a lot of police officers. Consider now' the police/murder corre¬ 
lation in a pair of real cities. Denver and Washington, D.C., have 
about the same population—but Washington has nearly three times 
as many police as Denver, and it also has eight times the number of 
murders. Unless you have more information, however, it's hard to say 
wiiat's causing what. Someone w'ho didn't know better jnight con¬ 
template these figures and conclude that it is all those extra police in 
Washingtoji W'ho are causing the extra murders. Such wayward think¬ 
ing, w'hich has a long history, generally provokes a wayward response. 
Consider the folktale of tlie czar who learned that the most disease- 
ridden province in his empire was also the province w'ith the jnost 
doctors. His solution? He promptly ordered all the doctors shot dead. 

Now=', returning to the issue of campaign spending: in order to fig¬ 
ure out the relationship between money and elections, it helps to con¬ 
sider the incentives at play in campaign finance. Let’s say )x>u are the 
kind of person who might contribute S1,000 to a candidate. Chances 
are icon'll giv'e the money in one of tw'o sittiations: a close race, in 
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which you diink the monet^ will influence the ouccome; or a cam- 
paign in whicJi one candidate is a sure winner and you w'ould like to 
bask in reflected glory or receive some future in-kind consideration. 
The one candidate you contribute to is a sure loser. (Just ask any 
presidential hopeful who bombs in Iowa and New Hampshire.) So 
front-runners and incumbents raise a lot more money than long 
shots. And what about spending that mone)'? Incumbents and front¬ 
runners obviously have more cash, but they only spend a lot of it 
when tJiey stand a legitimate chance of losing; otheiwuse, why dip 
into a war chest that might be more useful later on, when a more for¬ 
midable opponent appears? 

Now picture two candidates, one intrinsically appealing and the 
other not so. The appealing candidate raises much more mone}" and 
w'ins easily. But was it the monev that w'on him the votes, or was it his 

J A ^ 

appeal that won the votes ajid the money? 

That’s a crucial question but a very hard one to answ'er. Voter ap¬ 
peal, after all, isn’t easy to quantify. How' can it be measured? 

It can’t, really—except in one special case. The key is to measure a 
candidate against. .. himself That is, Candidate A today is likely to 

J J 

be similar to Candidate A two or four vears hence. The same could be 
said for Candidate B. If onh" Candidate A ran against Candidate B in 
two consec-utive elections but in each case spent different amounts of 
money. Then, with the candidates’ appeal more or less constant, w'e 
could measure the money’s impact. 

As it turns out, the same two candidates run against each other in 
consecutive elections all the time—indeed, in nearh^a thousand U.S. 
congressional races since 1972. What do the numbers have to say 
about such cases? 

Here’s the surprise: the amount of money spent by the candidates 
hiirdly matters at dll. A wanning candidate can cut his spending in half 
and lose onH 1 percent of the vote. Meanwdrile, a losing candidate 
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who doubles his spendiiig can expect [o shift the voce in his favor by 
only chat same 1 percent. What really matters for a political candidate 
is how much you spend; w'hat matters is wiio you are. (The same 
could be said—and will be said, in chapter 3—about parents.) Some 
politicians are ijtherencly attractive to voters and others simply aren’t, 
and no amount of money can do much about it. (Messrs. Dean, 
Forbes, Hufhngton, and Golisano already know' this, of course.) 

And what about the other half of the election truism—that the 
amount of mone)^ spent on campaign finance is obsoeneh^huge? In a 
typical election period that include-s campaigns for the presidency, the 
Senate, and the House of Representatives, about $1 billion is spent 
per year—which sounds like a lot of mone}' unless care to Jiiea- 
sure it against something seemingh" less imporcajrt chan democratic 
elections. 

It is file same amount, for instance, chat iAmericans spend every 
iTaron chewing gum. 


This isn’t a book about the cost of chewing gum versus aimpaign 
spending per se, or about disingenuous real-estate agents, or the im¬ 
pact of legalized abortion on crime. It will certainly address these sce¬ 
narios and dozens more, from the arc of parenting to the mechanics of 
cheating, from the inner w'orkings of the Ku Klux Klan to racial dis¬ 
crimination on The WetthestLink. ’W'Tiat this book is about is stripping 
a layer or two from the surface of modern life and seeing what is hap¬ 
pening underneatli. We will a sk a lot of questions, some frivolous and 
some about life-and-death issues. The answers may often seem odd 
but, after the fact, also rather obvious. We will seek out these answers 
in the data—wiiether those data come in tire form of schoolchildren’s 
test scores or New York Cin^s crime statistics or a crack dealer’s finan- 
cial records. (Often we will take advantage of patterns in the data that 
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w^reincidencallvlefc beh[nd, like an airplane’s sharp cojitrail In a high 
sky.) Ic Is well and good to opine or theorize about a subject, as hu¬ 
mankind is wont to do, but when moral posturing is replaced b}^ an 
honest assessment of tire data, the result Is often a Jiew', surprising In- 
sigJit. 

MoralIt}^, ic could be argued, represents the way chat people would 
like the w'orld to work—whereas economics represents how Ic actually 
work. Economics is above all a science of measuremejit. Ic com¬ 
prises an extraordinarily pow^erful and flexible sec of tools chat can re¬ 
liably assess a thicket of Information to determine the effect of any 
one factor, or even the whole effect. That’s what 'khe econom}’'’ Is, 
after all: a thicket of information about jobs and real estate and bank¬ 
ing and Investment. But the tools of economics can be just as easily 
applied to subjects that are more—w'ell, more intern ting. 

This book, then, has been written from a ver}" specific worldview, 
based on a few fundamejitai Ideas: 

Incentitm are the cornerstone of modern life. And understanding 
them—or, often, ferreting them out—is the key to solving just about 
any riddle, from violejit crime to sports cheating to online dating. 

The conventional wisdom is often wrong. Crime didn’t keep soaring 
in the 1930s, money alone doesn’t win elections, and—surprise— 
drinking eight glasses of water a day has nev'er actually been show'n to 
do a thine for \T5ur health. Conventional wisdom is often shoddilv 
formed and devilishly difficult to see chroueh, but ic can be done. 

Dramatic efircts often have distant, even subtle, causes. The answej' to 
a given riddle is not alwa^'s right iji front of you. Norma McCorvey 
had a far greater impact on crime than did the combined forces of gun 
control, a strojig economy, and innovative police strategies. So did, as 
w'e shall see, a man named Oscar Danilo Blandon, aka the Johnny 
Appleseed of Crack. 

Experts”—from criminologists to real-estate agents—use their infbr- 
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mational admnmge to sortfe their own i^genda. However, the}^ can be 
beat a[ tlierrow'n game. And in the face of the Internet, tlieir informa¬ 
tional advantage is shrinking every day—as evidenced by, among 
other things, the failing price of coffins and life-insurance premiums. 

Knowing what to me^^sure aruH how to measure it makes tt complkated 
imrld mueh less so. If tou learn how to look at data in the right way, 
}=ou can explain riddles that otherwise might have seemed impossible. 
Because there is nothing like the sheer power of numbers to scrub 
awa}^ layers of confusion and contradiction. 

So the aim of this book is to explore the hidden side of. .. every¬ 
thing. Tliis may occasionally be a frustrating exercise. It ma)^ some¬ 
times feel as if we are peering at the world through a straw or even 
staring into a funhouse mirror; but the idea is to look at many differ¬ 
ent scenarios and examine them in a w'a}^ they have rareh^been exam¬ 
ined. In some regards, this is a .strange concept for a book. N4ost books 
put forth a single theme, crisply expressed in a .sentence or two, and 
then tell the entire story of that theme: the histon^of salt; the fragility 
of democracy; the use and misuse of punctuation. This book boasts 
no such unthing theme. We did consider, for about six minutes, WTit- 
ing a book that would revolve around a single theme—the theory and 
practice of applied microeconomics, anyone?—but opted instead for 
a sort of treasure-hunt approach. Yes, this approach employs the best 
analytical tools that economics can offer, but it also allows us to follow' 
w'hatev'er freakish curiosities may occur to us. Thus our invented field 
of study; Freakonomics. The sort of stories told in this book are not 
often covered in Econ. 101, but that may change. Since the science of 
economics is primarih^a set of tools, as opposed to a subject matter, 
then no subject, however offbeat, need be beyond its reach. 

It is w'orth rejnembering that Adam Smith, the founder of classiaal 
economics, was first and foremost a philosopher. He strove to be a 
moralist and, in doing so, became an economist. When he published 
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77v Theory of Moral Sentiment in 1759, modern capitalism just 
getting under way. Smith was entranced by the sweeping changes 
WTOught by this new force, but it wusjfc only the numbers that inter¬ 
ested him. It was tJie human effect, tJte fact that economic forces w'ere 
vastly changing the way a person thought and beJiaved in a given sit¬ 
uation. \^1iat might lead one person to cheat or steal while another 
didn't? How'would one person’s seeming!)^ innocuous choice, good or 
bad, affect a great number of people dow'o the line? In Smith’s era, 
cause and effect had begun to wildly accelerate; incentives were mag¬ 
nified tenfold. The gravit}^ and shock of these changes w'ere as over¬ 
whelming to the citizejis of his time as the gravity and shock of 
modern life seem to us tocLw': 

Smith’s true subiect was the friction betw'een individual desire and 
societal norms. The economic historian Robert Heilbroner, WTiting 
in The Worldly Philosophers, w'ondered how' SmitJi was able to separate 
the doings of man, a creature of self-interest, from the greater moral 
plane in which man operated. ""Smith held that the answ^er lay in our 
ability to put ourselves in the position of a third person, an impartial 
observer,” Heilbroner WTOte, "and in this way to form a notion of the 
objective .. . merits of a case.” 

Consider yourself, then, in the compan 3 ='of a third person—or, if 
3 x>u will, a pair of third people—eager to explore tJie objective merits 
of interesting cases. These explorations generally begin with the ask¬ 
ing of a simple unasked question. Such as: what do schoolteacJiers 
and sumo WTestlers have in commoji? 





'Vy Uk& to put togother Bsotottoois that lot us catch terrorists" Levitt saitL. "f 
Por]'t r]ecessan!y kfjow yet how s'h go about it. B\/t given the right data, i have 
Sittie doubt that icouSd figure out the an stv er" 

it might seem absurd for an economist to dream of catching terrorists. Just 
as it must have seemed absurd if you irere a Chicago schoofteacher, caitedinto 
an office and toid that, ahem, the aigorithms designed by that skinny man with 
thick glasses had determined that you are a cheater. And that you are being 
fired. Steven i evitt may not fuify believe in himseff, but he does believe in this: 
teachers and criminals and reai-estate agents may He, and politicians, and even 
CiA analysts. But numbers don't. 


-JnEf4£vv York J MAOAZiNS, August 3 , 2003 




What Do Schoolteachers 
and Sumo Wrestlers 
Have in Common? 


Imagine for a moment tJiat vou are the manager of a day-care cenier. 
You have a clearly stated policy chat children are supposed to be 
picked up by 4 p.m. Blic ven^often parents are late. The result: at day’s 
end, you have some anxious children and at least one teacher who 
must wait around for the parents to arrive. Whit to do? 

A pair of economist swiio heard of this dilemma—it turned out to 
be a rather common one—offered a solution: hue the tard)^ parents. 
Why, after all, should the day-care center take care of these kids for 
free? 

The economists decided to test their solution by conducting a 
studv of ten dav-care centers in Haifa, Israel. The study lasted twentv 
w'eeks, but the fine was not introduced immediateh''. For the first 
four weeks, the economists simply kept track of the number of par¬ 
ents who came late; there w'ere, on averagie, eight late pickups per 
w^ek per day-care center. In the fifth week, the fine was enacted. It 
was announced that any parent arriving more than ten minutes late 
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would pay S3 per child for each [ncident. The fee would be added to 
the parents’ monthly bill, which was roughly $380. 

After the fine was enacted, the number of late pickups promptly 
went .. . up. Before long there w'ere twenty late pickups per week, 
more than double the original average. The incentive had plainly 
backfired. 

Economics is, at root, the study of incentives: how'people get what 
the}^ want, or need, especially when other people w'ant or need the 
same thing. Economists love incentives. They love to dreajn thejn up 
and enact them, study them and tinker with them. The typical econ¬ 
omist believes the world has not }=et invented a problem that he can¬ 
not fix if given a free hand to design tlie proper incentive scheme. His 
solution mav not alwadi’s be pretty—it mav involve coercion or exor- 
bitant penalties or the violation of civil liberties—but the original 
problem, rest assured, wfill be fixed. An incentive is a bullet, a lever, a 
key: an often tiny obiect with astonishing power to change a situa¬ 
tion. 

We all learn to respond to incentives, negative and positive, from 
the outset of life. If toil toddle over to the hot stove and touch it, you 

^ ^ J 

burn a finger. But if you bring liome straight A’s from school, you get 
a new bike. If you are spotted picking your nose in class, you get 
ridiculed. But if you make the basketball team, you move up the so¬ 
cial ladder. If}ou break curfew', }"ou get grounded. But if you ace}our 
SATs, you get to go to a good college. If you Hunk out of law' school, 
)ou have to go to w'ork at your father’s ijrsii ranee company. But if you 
perform so well that a rival company comes calling, you become a vice 
president and no longer have to work for your father. If you become 
so excited about your new' vice president iob that you drive hojne at 
eight)" mph, )ou get pulled over by the police and fined $ 100. But if 
jou hit jour sales projections and collect a year-end bonus, you not 
onlv aren’t w'orried about the $100 ticket but can also afford to buv 
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thilt Vikmg Tiinge yoaVe always wanted—and on which your toddler 
can ]iow burn her ow'Ji finger. 

An incentive is simply a means of urging people to do more of 
a good thing and less of a bad thing. But most incentires don't 
come about organically. Someone—an economist or a politician or a 
parent—has to invent them. Your three-)^ear-old eats all her vegeta¬ 
bles for a week? She wins a trip to the toy store. A big steelmaker 
belches too much smoke into the air? The company is lined for each 
cubic foot of pollutants over the legal limit. Too many Americans 
aren't paying their share of income tax? It w^as the economist Milton 
Friedman w'ho helped come up with a solution to this one: automatic 
tax withholding from employees' paychecks. 

There are three basic flavors of incentive: economic, social, and 
moral. V'en^often a single incentive scheme will include all three vari¬ 
eties. Think about the anti-smoking campaign of recent years. The 
addition of a S3-per-pack “sin tax" is a strong economic incentive 
against buying cigarettes. The banning of cigarettes in restaurants and 
bars is a powerful social incentive. And when the U.S. government as¬ 
serts that terrorists raise money by selling black-market cigarettes, 
that acts as a rather jarring moral incentive. 

Some of the most compelling incentives yet invented have been 
put in place to deter crime. Considering this fact, it might he worth¬ 
while to take a familiar question—why is there so much crime in 
juodern society?—and stand it on its head: wdry isn't there a lot more 
crime? 

After all, ever}^ one of us regularly passes up opportunities to 
maim, steal, and defraud. The chance of going to jail—thereby losing 
}^ur job, your house, and }x>ur freedom, all of which are essentially 
economic penalties—is certainly a strong incentive. But when it 
cojnes to crime, people also respond to moral incentives (they don't 
want to do something they consider wrong) and social incentives 
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don'c wane to be seen by others as doing somethhig wrong). For 
certain types of misbehavior^ social incentives are terribly powerful. In 
an echo of Hester Prvnne’s scarlet letter, maiw^ Anrerican cities now' 

I" H 

light prostitution with a “shaming” offensive, posting pictures of con¬ 
victed iohns (and prostitutes) on websites or on local-access televi¬ 
sion. Which is a more horrifying deterrent: a $300 fine for soliciting a 
prostitute or the thought of vour friends and family ogling you on 
ww'w. HookersAndJohns. com. 

So through a complicated, liaphazard, and constantly readitisted 
web of economic, social, and moral incentives, modern society does 
its best to militate against crime. Some people would argue tJiat we 
don’t do a very good job. But taking the long view', that is clearly nor 
true. Consider tlae historical trend in homicide (not including wars), 
w'hich is both the most reliably meastired crime and the best barome¬ 
ter of a society’s overall crime rate. These statistics, compiled by the 
criminologist Manuel Eisner, track the historical homicide lev'els in 
live European regions. 


HOMICIDES 

(per lOOOOO People? 


Netherlands Germany and 



England 

AND Belgium 

Scandina\('ia 

Switzerland 

Italy 

13th and 14t h c. 

23.0 

47.0 

n.a. 

37.0 

56.0 

15th c. 

n.a. 

45.0 

46.0 

16.0 

73.0 

16th c. 

7.0 

25.0 

21.0 

11.0 

47.0 

17th c. 

5.0 

7,5 

le.o 

7.0 

32.0 

leth c. 

1.5 

5.5 

1.9 

7.5 

10.5 

19th c, 

1.7 

1.6 

1.1 

2.3 

12.6 

190C^1949 

0.3 

1.5 

0.7 

1.7 

3.2 

195CH1994 

0.9 

0.9 

0.9 

1.0 

1.5 
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The sreep decline of chese numbers over tlie centuries suggests 
that, for one of the gravest humajt concerns—getting murdered—die 
incentives that we collective!)^ cook Lip are working better and better. 

So what was WTono; with the incentive at the Israeli dav-care cen- 

r l’ 

ters? 

You have probably already guessed that the $3 fine was simply too 
small. For that price, a parent with one child could afford to be late 
every da)^ and onl)" pay an extra S60 each month—^just one-sixth of 
tlae base fee. As babysitting goes, tiiafs pretty cheap. What if the line 
had been set at S100 instead of $3? That would have likely put an end 
to the lace pickups, though it would have also engendered plenty of ill 
wall. (Aii)^ incentive is inherent!}^ a trade-off; the trick is to balance the 
extremes. j 

But there wus another problem with the da)^-care center line. It 
substituted an economic incentive fthe S3 penalty) for a moral incen¬ 
tive (the guilt that parents wore supposed to feel w'hen they came late). 
For just a few dollars each day, paj'ents could bin^off their guilt. Fur¬ 
thermore, the small size of the line sejrt a signal to the parents that late 
pickups weren’t such a big problem. If the day-care center suffers only 
S3 worth of pain for each lat e pi ckup, wiiy bother to cut short the ten¬ 
nis game? Indeed, when tire economists eliminated the S3 fine in the 
seventeenth week of their stud)^, the irumberof late-arriving parents 
didift change. Now they could arrive late, pay no hne, arid feel no 



Such is the strange and powerful nature of incentives. A slight 
tweak can produce drastic and often unforeseen results. Thomas Jef¬ 
ferson noted this wftile reflecting on the tiny incentive that led to the 
Boston Tea Party and, in turjr, the American Revolution: “So in¬ 
scrutable is the arrangement of causes and consequences in this world 
that a tw'o-penm'duty on tea, unjusth^ imposed in a sequestered part 
of it, changes the condition of all its inhabitants.'" 
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In die 1970s, researchers conducced a stadv char, like the Israeli 
day-care study pitted a moral Incencive against an economic incen¬ 
tive. In this case, tJiey wanted to learn about the motivation behind 
blood donations. Their discovery: when people are given a small 
stipend for donating blood rather than simply being praised for their 
altruism, the}^ tend to donate less blood. The stipend turned a noble 
act of charity into a painful way to make a few' dollars, and it wasn’t 
w'ortJi it. 

WiiJLZ if the blood donors had been offered an incentive of or 
S300, or $3,000? Surely the number of donors w'ould have changed 
dramati cally. 

aP 

But something else would have changed dramatically as well, for 

Cl t J- ^ 

every incentive has its dark side. If a pint of blood w'ere suddenly 
w'ortli $5,000, you can be sure that plenty of people would take note. 
They might literally steal blood at knifepoint. They might pass off pig 
blood as [heir own. Thej^ might circumvent donation limits by using 
fake IDs. ’'^^Tatever the incentive, whatever the situation, dishonest 
people w'ill cry to gain an advantage by whatever means necessary. 

Or, asW. C. Fields ojice said: a thing w'orth having is a thing worth 
cheating for. 


Who cheats? 

Well, iust about anyone, if tlie .stakes are right. You miglat say to 
j’ourself, I don’t clieat, regardless of the stakes. And then }^u might re¬ 
member the time you cheated on, say, a board game. Last week. Or 
the golf ball you nudged out of its bad lie. Or the time you really 
wanted a bagel in the office break room but couldn’t come up with the 
dollar you were supposed to drop in the coffee can. ^And theji took the 
bagel anyw'ay. And told }x>urself you’d pay double the next time. And 
didn’t. 

For every clever person wiio goes to the trouble of creating an in- 
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cencive scheme, there is an army of people, clever and otherwise, who 
wall Inevitabh^ spend even more cime crying co beat Ic. Cheadng 
mayor may not be human nature, bat it is certainly a prominent fea¬ 
ture in Just about ev'ert^ human endeavor. Cheating is a primordial 
economic act: getting more for less. So it isn’t just the boldface 
names—inside-trading CEOs and pill-popping ballplayers and petk- 
abusing politicians—who cheat. It is the waitress who pockets her tips 
instead of pooling them. It is the Wal-Mart payroll manager who goes 
into the computer and shaves his employees’ hoars to make his ow'n 
performance look better. It is the third grader who, worried about not 
making it to the fourth grade, copies test answ'ers from the kid sitting 
next to him. 

Some cheating leaves barely a shadow of evidence. In other cases, 
the evidence is massive. Consider what happened one spring evening 
at midnight in 1987: seven million American children suddenly dis¬ 
appeared. The worst kidnapping w^'ave in history? Hardly. It was the 
night of April 15, and the Internal Revenue Service had just changed 
a role. Instead of merely listing each dependent child, tax filers w'ere 
now required to provide a Social Security namber for each child. Sud¬ 
denly, serv'en million childreir—children who had existed only as 
phantom exemptions on the previous year’s 1040 forms—^\'anished, 
representing about one in ten of all dependent children in the United 


The incentive for those cheating taxpayers was quite clear. The 
same for the waitress, the payroll manager, and the third grader. Bat 
wiia: about that third grader’s ittr-cher} Might she have an incentive to 
cheat? And if so, how would she do It? 


Imagine now' that instead of running a day-care center in Haifa, 
you are running the Chicago Public Schools, a system that educates 
400,000 students each rear. 
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The mosc volacHe current debate amons American school admin- 
istracors, teachers, parents, and students concerns “high-stakes” test¬ 
ing. The .stakes are considered high because instead of simply te-sting 
students to measure their progress, scJiools are increasingly held ac¬ 
countable for the results. 

The federal government mandated high-stakes testing as part of 
the No Child Left Behind law, signed by President Bush in 2002. But 
even before that law, most states ^ave annual standardized tests to stu- 

W 

dents in elementary and secondary scJiool. Twenn^ states rewarded in- 
dividual schools for good test scores or dramatic improvemejit; 
thirty-two states sanctioned the schools that didht do w'eli. 

The Chicago Public School system embi'aced high-stakes testing 
iji 1996. Linder the new policy; a school with low reading scores 
would be placed on probation and face the threat of being shut dow'n, 
its staff to be dismissed oj' reassigned. The CPS also did away wdth 
wiiat is known as social promotion. In the past, only a dramatically 
inept or difficult student was held back a grade. Now, in order to be 
promoted, ever)" student in third, sixth, and eighth grade had to man¬ 
age a minimum score on the standardized, multiple-choice exam 
laiow'n as the Iowa Test of Basic Skills. 

Advocates of high-stakes testing argue that it raises the standards 
of learning and gives students more incentive to study. Also, if the test 
prevents poor students from advancing w'ithout merit, they won’t clog 
up the higher grades and slow dow'n good students. Opponents, 
meajiw'hile, worrv that certain students w'ill be unfair!)" penalized if 
the)" don’t happen to test well, and tirat teachers may concentrate on 
the test topics at the exclusion of more important lessons. 

Schoolchildren, of course, have had incentive to cheat for as long 
as there have been tests. But high-stakes testing has so radically 
chaiiged the incentives for teachers tJiat they too now irave added rea¬ 
son to cheat. With high-stake.s testing, a teacher whose students test 
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poorJy can be censared or passed over for a raise or promotion. If die 
entire school does poorly, federal funding can be withheld; if the 
school is pat on probation, the teacher stands to be fired. High-stakes 
testing also presents teachers with some positive incentives. If her stu¬ 
dents do well enough, she might find herself praised, promoted, and 
even richer: the state of California at one point introduced bonuses of 
S23i,000 for teachers who produced big test-score gains. 

And if a teacher w'ere to .survey this newiy incentivized landscape 
and consider somehow indating her students’ scores, she just might 
be persuaded by one final incentive: teacher cheating is rarely looked 
for, hardh" ever detected, and iusc about never punished. 

How might a teacJier go about cheating? There are any number of 
possibilities, from the brazen to the sophisticated. A fifth-grade stu¬ 
dent in Oakland recently came home from school and eailv told her 
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mother that her supej'-nice teacher had written the answ'ers to the 
state exam right there on the chalkboard. Such instances are certainly 
rare, for placing your fate in the hands of thiny prepubescent wit¬ 
nesses doesn’t seem like a risk that even the worst teacher would take. 
[The Oakland teacher was duly fired.) There are more subtle ways to 
indate student.s’ scores. A teacher can simply give students extra time 
to complete the test. If she obtains a copy of the exam early—that is, 
illegitimately—she can prepare them for specific questions. More 
broadly, she can “teach to the test,” basing her lesson plans on ques¬ 
tions from past }^ears’ exams, which isn’t considered cheating but 
certainly violates the spirit of the test. Since these tests all have 
multiple-choice answ'ers, w'ith no penalty for WTong guesses, a teacher 
might instruct her students to randomly fill in even^ blank as the 
clock is winding down, perhaps inserting a long string of Bs or an al¬ 
ternating pattern of Bs and Cs. She miglit even fill in the blanks for 
them after they’ve left the room. 

But if a teacher refilly wanted to cheat—and make it worth her 
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wh[le—she might collect her studeacs" answer sheets and, in the hour 
or so before curjiin^ them in to be read hv an electronic scanner, erase 
the WTong answers and hll in correct ones. (And you always thought 
that Jio. 2 pencil w'as for the children to chaiige their answers.) If this 
land of teacher cheating is truly going on, how might it be detected? 

To catch a cheater, it helps to think like one. If you were willing to 
erase your students WTong answers and fill in correct ones, you prob- 
abh^ wouldn’t want to change too inaii)^ WTong answ'ers. That would 
clearly be a tip-offi You probably wouldn’t even want to change an¬ 
sw'ers on e\'ery student’s test—another tip-off. Nor, in all likelihood, 
would }ou have enough time, because the answor sheets are tutJied in 
soon aftej' the test is over. So what you might do is select a string of 
eight or ten consecutive questions and fill in the correct answers for, 
say, one-half or two-thirds of your students. You could easily memo¬ 
rize a short pattern of correct answ'ers, and it would be a lot faster to 
erase and change that pattern than to go through each student’s an- 
sw'er sheet individually. You might even think to focus your activity 
toward the end of tlie test, w'here the questions tend to be harder than 
the earlier questions. In that way, you’d be most likely to substitute 
correct answ'ers for WTong ones. 

If economics is a science primarih" concerned witli incentives, it is 
also—fortunately—a science with statistical tools to measure how' 
people respond to those incentives. ^Yll you need are some data. 

In this case, the Chicago Public School system obliged. It made 
available a database of the test answers for e\'ery CPS student from 
third grade through seventh grade from 1995 to 2000. This amounts 
to roughly 30,000 students per grade per year, inore than 700,000 
sets of test answ'ers, and nearly 100 million individual answers. Tire 
data, organized by classroom, included each student’s question-by¬ 
question answer strings for reading and math tests. (Tire actual paper 
answer sheets w'ere not included; the)" were habitually shredded soon 
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afcer a test.) The daca also Indtided some intdrmation about each 
teacher arid demographic informac [on for every scudent, as well as his 
or her past and fuciire test scores—which would prove a ke)^ elemenc 
in dececting che teacher cheating. 

Now it was time to construcc an algorithm chat could cease some 
conclusions from this mass of data. What might a cheating teacher’s 
classroom look like? 

The hrsc thing to search tor would be unusual answer patterns in a 
given classroom: blocks of identical answ'ers, for instance, especially 
among tire harder questions. If ten very bright students (as indicated 
by past and future test scores) gave correct ans^vers to che exam’s first 
live questions (typically the easiest ones), such an identical block 
shouldn’t be considered suspicious. But if ten poor students gave cor¬ 
rect answers to the five questions on che exam (the hardest ones), 
that’s w'orch looking into. Another red flag would be a strange pattern 
within an}" one student’s exanr—such as getting the hard questions 
right while missing the easy ones—especially when measured against 
the thousands of students in other classrooms w^ho scored similarh^on 
the same test. Furthermore, che algorithm would seek out a classroom 
full of students who performed far better than their past scores would 
have pj'edicted and wiio then w'ent on to score sigjiilicantly low'er che 
following }Tar. A dramatic oneq’ear spike in test scores might initially 
be accribuced to a good teacher; but with a dramatic fall to follow, 
there’s a strong likelihood chat che spike w'as brought about by artifi¬ 
cial meajis. 

Consider now che answer strings from che students iir two sixth- 
grade Chicago classrooms who cook che identical math test. Each hor¬ 
izontal row represents one student’s answers. The letter a, b, c, or d 
indicates a correct answer; a number indicates a wrong answer, with 1 
corresponding to a, 2 corresponding to b, and soon. A zero represents 
an answ'er that was left blank. One of these classrooms almost cer- 
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tainly had a cheating ceacher and cheodier did not. Tn^to [d.i the dif- 

J C' J 

ferencje—alchouph be fbre^varned that k’s not easv witJa [he naked eve. 

W d' ^ 


Classroonn A 

112a4a34 2cb214d.0001acd2 4a3al2dadt3cb4a0{)0000{> 
d4a234lGacbddad3142a2344a2ac23421c00adb4b3Gb 
lb2a34d4aG42d23b14laGd24a3al2dadbGb4a2134141 
dbaab3dGaGbldadbG42 aG2cG31012dadbGb4adb40000 
dl2443d43232d32323c213c22d2c23234G332db4b300 
db2abadlaGbdda2l2blaG'd2 4a3al2dadbGb40000000{> 
d4aab2124cbddadbGbla42Gca3412dadbGb423134bcl 
lb33b4d4a2bldadbG3ca2 2GOOOOO{>OOOOOOOOOOOO0'OO 
d43a3a24acbId32b412aGd24a3al2dadbGb422143bcO 
313a3adlac3d2a23431223G000012dadbcb400000000 
db2a33dGacbd32d313c21142323cc30(K} 00000000000 
d43ab4dlac3dd43421240d24a3al2dadbGb400000000 
db223a24acblla3b24caGdl2a24lGdadbGb4adb4b300 
db4abadcacbldad314laG212a3alc3al44ba2db41b43 
1142340G2cbddadb4blacd24a3al2dadbGb43dl33bG4 
214ab4dG4Gbdd31blb2213G4ad412dadbcb4adb00000 
1423b4d4a23d24l3l413234123a243a2413a21441343 
3b3ab4dl4G3d2ad4GbGaG Lc003a L2dadbGb4adb40000 
dba2ba21aG3d2ad3c4c4Gd40a3al2dadbGb400000000 
dl22ba2Gacbdlal3211a2d02a2412d0dbGb4adb4b3c0 
14 4a3adG4cbddadbGbG2G2cc4 3a12dadbGb421lab34 3 
d43aba3cacbddadbGbGa42G2a3212dadbcb42344b3Gb 

Classroonn B 

db3a431422bdl31b4413cd422alaGda332342d3ab4G4 

dlaalallaGb2d3dbGlGa22G23242G3al42b3adb243Gl 
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d42al2d2a4bld32b21ca2312a3411dOOOOOOOOOOOOOO 
3b2a34344c32d2 lb 112 3cdc00000(K}0(K} 00000000000 
34aabadl2cbdd3d4clcall2cad2cc!dOOOOOOOOOOOOOO 
d33a3431a2b2d2d44b2acd2Gad2c2223b40000000000 
23aa32d2albd2431141342cl3d212d233c34a3b3b000 
d32234d4albdd23b242a22c2alalcda2blbaa33aOOOO 
d3aab23c4cbddadb23c322c2a222223232b443b24bc3 
dl3al4313c31d42bl4c421c42332cd2242b3433a3343 
dl3a3adl22blda2b11242dcla3a12100000000000000 
dl2a3adlal3d23d3cb2a21cGada24d2131b440000000 
314al33c4cbdl42l4lGa424cad34cl22413223ba4b40 
d42a3adGacbddadbc4 2ac2c2ada2cda34 Ibaa3b24321 
dbll34dc2Gb2dadbZ4c412clada2c3a341ba20000000 
dl341431aGbddad3G4c2l3412da22d3dll32al344blb 
lba41a21alb2dadb24ca22Glada2cd3Z413200000000 
db aa 3 3d2 a2 bddadb Gb g a11 g 2 a 2 acGdaIb2ba20000000 


If yo^i guessed that dassroom A was the cheating dassioom, con¬ 
gratulations. Here again are the answer strings from classroom A, now' 
reordered by a computer that has been asked to apply the cheating al¬ 
gorithm ajid seek out suspicious patterns. 


Classroom A 

(Wifh applied) 

1. 112a4a342cb214d0001aGd24a3alZdadbGb4a0000000 

2. lb2a34d4ac42d23bl41aGd24a3al2dadbGb4a2134141 

3. db2abadlaGbdda212blaGd24a3al2dadbGb400000000 

4. d43a3a24acbld32b412acd24a3al2dadbGb422143bG0 

5. d43ab4dlaG3dd43421240d24a3al2dBdbGb400000000 

6. 1142340G2cbddadb4blacd24a3al2dadbcb43dl33bG4 

7. dba2ba2lac3d2ad3G4G4cd40a3al2dadbcb400000000 
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8. 144a3a-dc4cbddadbcbc2c2cc4 3al2dBdbcto421 lab34 3 

9. 3b3ab4dl4c3d2ad4cbGaG1 g 003al2dadbcb4adb40000 

10. d4 3aba3caGbddadbcbca4 2c2a3212dadbGb42 344b3cb 

11, Z14ab4dc4cbdd31blb2213G4ad412dadbGb4adb00000 

12 . 3l3a3adlaG3d2a23431223c000012dadbcb400000000 

13. d4aab2124Gbddadbcbla42cca3412dadbGb423134bcl 

14, dbaab3dcacbldadbG42ac2 gc 3lD12dadbGb4ailb4DD00 

15, db223a24acblla3b24cacdl2a241cdadbcb4adb4b300 

16. dl22ba2GaGbdlal3211a2d02a2412d0dbcb4adb4b3G0 

17 . 1423b4d4a23d24131413234123a243a2413a21441343 

18. db4abadcaGbldad3141ac212a3alG3al44ba2db41b43 

19. db2a33dcacbd32d313G21142323cG300000000000000 

20. lb33b4d4a2bldadbc3Ga22G000000000000000000000 

21. dl2443d43232d32323c213c22d2G23234c332db4b300 

22. d4a2341cacbddad3142a2344aZac2342lG00adb4b3Gb 

Take a look at the answers in hold. Did lifceen out of cwenti^-two 
students somehow' manage to reel off the same six consecutive correcc 
answers (the d-a-d-b-c-b string) all by themselves? 

There are at least four reasons this is unlikeh='. One: those ques¬ 
tions, coming near the end of the test, w'ere harder than the earlier 
questions. Two: these were mainly siibpar students to begin w'ith, few' 
of w'hom got six consecutive right answers elsewhere on the test, mak¬ 
ing it all the more unlikeh^ tJiey w'ould get right the same six hard 
questions. TJrree: up to this point in the test, the fifteen students' an- 
sw'ers W'ere virtually uncorrelated. Four: three of the students (num¬ 
bers 1, 9, and 12) left at least one answ'er blank before the suspicious 
string and then ended the test w'ith another string of blanks. This sug¬ 
gests that a long, unbroken string of blajik answ'ers w'as broken not bv 

Cl ^ S' 

the student but by the teacher. 

There is another oddin^ about the suspicious answer string. On 
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nine of the fifteen tests, che six correct answers are preceded by an¬ 
other identical scriJig, 3-a-l-2, which includes three of four incorrect 
answers. And on all fifteen tests, the six correct answ'ers are foUow'ed 
by the same incorrect answ'er, a 4. Why on earth would a cheating 
teacher go to the trouble of erasing a student’s test sheet and then fill 
in the answe r? 

o 

Perhaps she is mereh^ being strategic. In case she is caught and 
hauled into the pjancipafs office, she could point to the wrong an¬ 
swers as proof that she didn’t cheat. Or perhaps—and this is a less 
charitable but just as likely answer—she doesn’t Icnow' the right an- 
sw'ers herself. (With standardized tests, the teacher is typically not 
given an answer key.) If this is the case, then w'e have a pretn^ good 
clue as to wiry her students are in need of inflated grades in the first 
place: the}^ have a bad teacher. 

Another indication of teacher cheating in classroom A is the 
class’s overall performance. As sixth graders who w'ere taking the test 
in the eighth month of the academic year, these students needed to 
achieve an average score of 6.S to be considered up to national stan¬ 
dards. (Fifth graders taking the test in the eighth month of the}’’ear 
needed to score 5.S, seventh graders 7.S, and so on.) The students in 
classroom A averaged 3.S on their sixth-grade tests, which is a full 
grade level below where they should be. So plainly these are poor stu¬ 
dents. A year earlier, howev'er, these students did even worse, averag¬ 
ing iust 4.1 on their fifth-grade tests. Instead of improving b}^one full 
point between fifth and sixth grade, as would be expected, the}^ im¬ 
proved by 1.7 points, nearly two grades’ worth. But this miraculous 
improvement was short-lived. Wien these sixth-grade students 
reached seventh grade, they averaged 5.3—more than two grade lev¬ 
els below' standard and even u/orse than they did in sixth grade. Con¬ 
sider the erratic, year-to-year scores of three particular students from 
cla s sroom A: 
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5th Grade Score 

6th Grade Score 

7th Grade Score 

Student 3 

3.0 

6.5 

5.1 

Student 6 

3,6 

6.3 

4.9 

Student 14 

3.3 

7.1 

5.6 


The chree-j'ear scores from classroom B, meanwhile, are also poor 
but at leist Indicate an honest effort: 4.2, 1, and 6.0. So an entire 

room fill of children in classroom A suddenly got very smajt one year 
and very dim the next, or more likely, their sixth-grade teacher 
worked some magic with a no. 2 pencil. 

There are two notewortJi}'points to be made about the clrildren in 
classroom A, tangential to the cheating itself. The first is that they are 
obviously in terrible academic shape, which makes them the very 
children whom high-stakes testijig is promoted as helping the most. 
The second point is that these students would be in for a terrible 
shock once they reached the seventli grade. All they knew was that 
the}" had been successfully promoted due to their test scores. (No 
child left behind, indeed.) They weren’t the ones who artificially 
jacked up their scores; they probably expected to do great in the sev¬ 
en tli grade—and then they failed miserably. This may be the cruelest 
twist yet in high-stakes testing. A cheating teacher ma}" tell herself 
tliat she is helping her students, but the fact is tliat she would appear 
far more concerned with helping herself. 

An analysis of the entire Chicago data reveals evidence of teacher 
cheating in more than two hundred classroo jus per year, rougJih" 
percent of tJre total. This is a conseiv'ative estimate, since the algo¬ 
rithm w'as able to idejitify only the most egregious form of cheating— 
in which teachers systematicalh" changed sttidents’ answers—Lind not 
the man.}" subtler ways a teacher might cheat. In a recent study among 
North Carolina schoolteachers, some 35 percent of the respondents 
said thei" had witnessed their colleagues cheating in some fashion, 

^ O Cl • 
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whecher by giving students extr^i timej suggesEing nns^'ers, or mnnu- 
alh^ chunking scudents’ ans^'ers. 

Wdia: are the characteristics of a cheating teacheir Tlie Chicago 
data show that male and female teachers are about equally prone to 
cheating. A cheating teacher tends to be younger and less qualified 
than average. She is also more likely to cheat after her incentives 
change. Because the Chicago data ran from 19S*3 to 2000, it brack¬ 
eted the introduction of high-stakes testing in 1996. Sure enough, 
tlaere was a pronounced spike in cheating iji 1996. Nor was the cheat¬ 
ing random. It was the teachers in the lowest-scoring classrooms 
who were most likelv to cheat. It should also be noted that the 
523,000 bonus for California teachers w'as eventual!}" revoked, in part 
because of suspicions tJiat too much of the money w'as going to 
cheaters. 

Not every result of the Chicago cheating anabasis w'as so dour. In 
addition to detecting cheaters, the algor it Jam could also identify the 
best teachers in the school .s}"stem. A good teacher's impact was nearly 
as distinctive as a cheater's. Instead of getting random answers correct, 
her students would show- real improvement on the easier types of 
questions they had previously missed, an indication of actual learn¬ 
ing. And a good teacher's students carried over all their gains into the 
next grade. 

Most academic analyses of this sort tend to languish, unread, on a 
dusty library shelf But in early 2002, the new' CEO of the Chicago 
Public Schools, Arne Duncan, contacted the study’s authors. He 
didn't want to protest or hush up their findings. Rather, he w'anted to 
make sure that the teachejs identified by the algorithm as cheaters 
w'ere truh" cheating—and then do something about it. 

Duncan was an unlikely candidate to hold such a pow'erful Job. 
He W'as only thirty-six w'hen appointed, a onetime academic all- 
American at Harvard who later played pro basketball in Australia. He 
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hiid spent just three years with the CPS—and never in a job intpor- 
tant enough to have his own secrecaiy—before becoming its CEO. It 
didhc Jiurt that Duncan had grown up in Chiaago. His fa[her caught 
ps)xhology at che University of Chicago; his mother ran an after¬ 
school program for forty}ears, w'ithouc pay, in a poor neighborhood. 
WJien Duncan was a boy, his afcerscliool playmates were che under¬ 
privileged kids his mother cared for. So when he took over tlie public 
schools, his allegiance lay more with schoolchildren and their families 
than with teachers and their union. 

The best wa)^ to get rid of cheating teachers, Duncan had decided, 
was to readminister che standardized exam. He only had che resources 
to rece-st 120 classroojns, howev'er, so he asked the creators of die 
cheating algorithm to help choose which classrooms to test. 

How' could those 120 retests be used most effectively? It might 
have seemed sensible to retest only che classrooms chat likely had a 
cheating teacher. But e^'en if cheir retest scores were lower, the teach¬ 
ers could argue that che students did w'orse mereh" because they were 
told that the scores wouldn’t count in their official record—which, in 
fact, all retested students would be told. To make che retest results 
convincing, some non-cheaters were needed as a control group. The 
best control group? The classrooms shown by che algorithm to have 
tlie best teachers, in which big gains w'ere thought to have been legiti¬ 
mately attained. If those classrooms held their gains while che class¬ 
rooms with a suspected cheater lost ground, che cheating teachers 
could hardlv argue that their students did w'orse onh^ because che 

f ^ J 

scores wouldn’t count. 

So a blend w'as settled upon. More chan half of the 120 retested 
classrooms were chose suspected of having a cheating teacher. The re^ 
maijider were divided between che supposedly excellent teachers 
(high scores but no suspicious aiisw'er patterns) and, as a htrcher con¬ 
trol, classrooms with mediocre scores and no suspicious answers. 

The retest was given a few weeks after the original exam. The chil- 
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dren were not cold the reason for the recesc. Neither were die teachers. 
But they may have gotteji tlie idea when it was announced chat CPS 
officials, noc the ceachers, would adnihiister the test. The ceachers 
w'ere asked to stai^ in the classroojn with tlieir scudencs, hue chev 
w'ould not be allow'ed to even touch the answer sheets. 

The results w'ere as compelling as the cheating algorithm had pre¬ 
dicted. Iji the classrooms chosen as controls, where no cheating was 
suspected, scores stayed about the same or even rose. In contrast, the 
students with the teachers identilied as cheaters scored far worse, bv 

^ if 

an average of more than a full grade level. 

As a result, the Chicago Public School system began to fire its 
cheating ceachers. The evidence was onh^ strong ejiougli to get rid of a 
dozen of them, but the many other cheaters had been duh^ warned. 

' J f 

The final outcome of the Chicago study is further testament to the 
pow'er of incentives: the following year, cheating by teachers fell more 
than 30 percent. 


You jnight chink that the sophistication of teachers who cheat would 
increase along wdeh the level of schooling. But an exam given at the 
University of Georgia in the fall of 2001 disputes diac idea. The 
course was called Coaching Principles and Strategies of Basketball, 
and the final grade was based on a single exam that had ewent}^ ques¬ 
tions. Among tire questions: 

How many halves are in a college basketball game? 
a. 1 b. 2 c. 3 d. 4 

How many points does a 3-pt. held goal account for in a basketball 
game? 

a. 1 b. 2 c. 3 d. 4 
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Wha[ is the name of the exam which ail hi^-h school seniors in the 
State of Georgia must pass? 

a. Eve Exam 

b. How' Do the Grits Taste Exam 

c. Bli o; Con trol Exam 

d. Georgia Exit Exam 

In your opinion, who is the best Division I assistant coach in the 
country? 

a. Ron jirsa 

b. John Peiphre}" 

c. Jim Harrickjr. 

d. Steve ’Vf''bjciechowsk[ 

If you are stumped by the final question, it migJrt help to know' 

that Coaching Principles was taught by Jim Harrickjr., an assistant 

coach w'ith the university’s basketball team. It might also help to know' 

that his father, Jim Harrick Sr., was the head basketball coach. Not 

surprisingly. Coaching Principles was a favorite course among players 

on the Harricks’ team. Every student in the class received an A. 

/ 

Not long afterward, botJi Harricks were relieved of their coaching 
duties. 


If it strikes toll as disgracehil that Chicago schoolteachers and Uni- 
versit}^ of Georgia professors w'ill cheat—a teacher, after all, is meant 
to instill values along w'ith the facts—then the thought of cheating 
among sumo w'restlers ma}^also be deeply disturbing. In Japan, sumo 
Is not onh^the national sport but also a repository of the counties re¬ 
ligious, military, and historical emotion. With its purihcation rituals 
and its imperial roots, sumo is sacrosanct in a way that American 
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sjx>rts can never bne. Indeed, sumo is said co be less abouc competition 
than about honor itself. 

It is true that sports and cheating go hand in hand. That’s because 
cheatijig is more common in the lace of a bright-line incentive (the 
line between w’inning and losing, for instance) than with a mtirinTn- 
centive. Olympic sprinters and w=’eightlifters, cyclists in the Tour de 
France, football linemen and baseball sluggers: they have all been 
shown to sw'allow'wiiatev'er pill or powder ma}^ give them an edge. It 
is not only the participants who cheat. Cagey baseball managers try to 
steal an opponent’s signs. In the 2002 Winter Olympic figure-skating 
competition, a French iudge and a Russian judge w'ere caught trying 
to swap votes to jnake sure their skaters medal ed. (The man accused 
of orchestrating the vote swap, a reputed Russian mob boss named 
j^imzhan Tokhtakhounov, was also suspected of rigging beauty pag¬ 
eants in Moscow.) 

An athlete who gets caught cheating is general!)^ condemned, but 
most fans at least appreciate his motive: he w'anted so badly to win 
that he bent the rules. (As the baseball player xMark Grace once said, 
“If you’re not cheating, you’re not trying.”) An athlete who cheats to 
los€^ meanwhile, is consigned to a deep circle of sporting hell. The 
1919 Chicago White Sox, who conspired with gamblers to throw the 
World Series (and are therefore known forev'er as the Black Sox), re¬ 
tain a stench of iniquity among even casual baseball fans. Tire City 
College of New'York’s championship basketball team, once beloved 
for its smart and scrappy play, was instantly reviled w'hen it was dis¬ 
covered in 1951 that several players had taken mob money to shave 
points—intentionally missing baskets to help gamblers beat the point 
spread. Remember Terr}^x\lalloy, the tormented former boxer played 
by xVIaiion Brando in On (rhe Waterfront. As Malloy saw' it, all his trou¬ 
bles .stemmed from the one fight in which he took a dive. Otherw'ise, 
he could have had class; Jre cotild have been a contejider. 

If cheating to lose is sport’s premier sin, and if sumo wrestling is 
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the premier sport of a great nation, cheat]Jig to lose couldn't possibly 
exist in .sumo. Could it? 

Once again, the data can tell the storj’: As with the Chicago school 
tests, the data set under consideration here is surpassingly large: the 
results from nearly every official sumo match among the top rank of 
Japanese sumo wrestlers between Januar)^ 1989 and January 2000, a 
total of 32,000 bouts fought by 281 different wrestlers. 

The incentive scheme that rtiles sumo is intricate and extraordi¬ 
narily powerful. Each WTestler maintains a mnking that affects every 
slice of his life: how' much monet^he makes, how' lar^e an entourage 
he carries, how much he gets to eat, sleep, and otherwise take advan¬ 
tage of his success. The sixty-six highest-ranked wrestlers in Japan, 
comprising the mjijkuuchi midjuryo divisions, make up the sumo elite. 
A wrestler near the top of this elite p}Tamid ma}^ earn millions and 
is treated like royalty. Any WTestler in the top forty earns at least 
S 170,000 a year. The seventieth-ranked wrestler in Japan, mean¬ 
while, earns only 313,000 a year. Life isht very sw'eet outside the elite. 
Low-ranked wrestlers must tend to their superiors, preparing their 
meals and cleaning their quarters and eveji soaping up their hardest- 
to-reach body parts. So ranking is everything. 

A WTestler's ranking is based on his performance in the elite tour¬ 
naments that are held six times a year. Each WTestler has fifteen bouts 
per tournament, one per day over fifteen consecutive days. If he fin¬ 
ishes the tournament with a w'inning record (eight victories or better), 
his ranking will rise. If he has a losing record, his rankijig falls. If it 
falls far enough, he is booted from the elite rank entirely. The eighth 
victonTn am^ tournament is therefore critical, the difference between 
promotion and demotion; it is roughly four times as valuable in the 
rankings as the npical victory. 

So a WTestler entering the hnal day of a tournament on the bubble, 
w'ith a 7-7 record, has tar more to gain from a victory than an opfK3- 
nent with a record of S—iS has to lose. 
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Is Lc possible, tJien, that an S-6 wrestlet m[gh[ allow a 7-7 wrestler 
to beat ]iim? A sumo bout Is a concentrated flurrj^of force and speed 
and leverage, often lasting only a few seconds. It w'oiildn’t be very hard 
to let yourself be tossed. Let’s Iniagiine for a moment that sumo 
w'restllng is rigged. How might we measure the data to prove It? 

The first step would be to isolate the bouts in question: those 
fought on a tournament’s final dav between a wrestler on the bubble 
and a wrestler who has already secured his eighth win. (Because more 
than half of all WTestlers end a tournament w'ith either seven, eight, or 
nine victories, hundreds of bouts fit these criteria.) A final-day match 
between two 7-7 wrestlers Isn’t likely to be fixed, since both fighters 
badly need the victory. A wrestler with ten or more victories probably 
w'ouldift throw a match either, since he has his own strong Incentive 
to win: the $ 100,000 prize for overall tournament champion and a se¬ 
ries of $20,000 prizes for the “outstanding; technique” award, ''fight¬ 
ing spirit” award, and others. 

Let’s now' consider tire following statistic, which represents the 
hundreds of matches in w'hich a 7-7 wrestler faced an 8-6 w'restler on 
a tournament’s final day. The left column tallies the probability, based 
on all past meetings between the tw'o wuestlers fighting that day, that 
the 7-7 W'restler will win. The right column shows how often the 7-7 
W'restler actually did w'In. 


7-7 Wrestler's 7-7 Wrestler's 

Predicted Win Percentage Actual Win Percentage 

Aga INST 8- 6 0 ppon ENT Aga I nst 8-6 Opponent 

48.7 79.6 

So the 7-7 W'restler, based on past outcomes, w'as expected to win 
just less than half the time. This makes sense; their records in this 
tournament indlarte that the 8—6 wrestler r.s slightly better. But In ac¬ 
tuality, the W'restler on the bubble w'on iiimost out of rm matches 
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against his 8—6 opponent. Wresclers on the btibble also do asconlsh- 
ingh^weli against 9-5 opponents: 


7-7 W REST LE R's 
Predicted Win Percentage 
Against 9-5 Orponent 


7-7 Wrestler's 
Actua l W I n Pe rc e nta g e 
Against 9-5 Orronent 


47.2 


73.4 


As siispicioLis as this looks, a high winning percentage alone isn't 
enough to prove that a match is rigged. Since so much depends on a 
wrestler's eightli win, he should be expected to tight harder in a cj'ucial 
bout. But perhaps there are further dues in the data that prove collu¬ 
sion. 

It's w'orch thinking about the incentive a wrestler might have to 
throw a match. Maybe he accepts a bribe (which w'oiild obvioush^not 
be recorded in the data). Or perhaps some otlier arrangement is made 
between the two wrestlers. Keep in mind that the pool of elite sumo 
wrestlers is extraordinarily tight-knit. Each of the sixty-six elite 
WTestlers lights fifteen of the others in a tournament every two 
months. Furthermore, each wrestler belongs to a stable that is typi¬ 
cally managed by a former sumo champion, so even the rival stables 
have close ties. ( Wrestlers from the same stable do not WTestle one an¬ 
other. ) 

Now let's look at the win-loss percentage between the 7-7 
WTestlers and the S-6 wuestlers the /^t'xrtime they meet, when neither 
one is on the bubble. In this case, there is no great pressure on the in¬ 
dividual match. So you might expect the wrestlers w'ho won their 7-7 
matches in the previous tournament to do about as well as they had 
in earlier matches against these same opponents—that is, winning 
roughly 50 percent of the time. You certainly wouldn't expect them to 
uphold their 80 percent clip. 
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As it turns ollc, the data show chat tJie 7-7 wresders win. only 40 
percent of the rematches. Eighty percent in one match and 40 percent 
in the next? How do vou make sense of tiiat? 

The most logical explanation is that the wrestlers made a quid pro 
quo agreement: you let me win today, when I really need the victory, 
and Fillet you win the next time. (Such an arrangement wouldn't pre¬ 
clude a cash bribe.) It's especial!}^ interesting to note that by the two 
WTestiers' second subsequent meeting, the wan percentages revert to 
tlie expected level of about ^>0 percent, suggesting that the collusion 
spans only two matches. 

And it isn't only the individual WTestlers whose records are suspect. 
The collective records of the various sumo stables are similarly aberra¬ 
tional. When one stable's wrestlers fare well on the bubble against 
wrestlers from a second stable, they^ tend to do especially/ioor^ when 
the second stable's wrestlers are on the bubble. This indicates that 
sojne match rigging may^ be choreographed at the highest level of the 
sport—much like the Olympic .skating judges' vote swapping. 

No formal disciplinaiy action has ever been taken against a Japa- 
ne.se sumo wrestler for match rigging. Officials from the Japanese 
Sumo Ass 0 c.iation ty’pically dismiss any such charges as fabrications 
by disgruntled former wrestlers. In fact, tlae mere utterance of the 
w'ords ''sumo" and "rigged" in the same sentence can cause a national 
furor. People tend to get defensive when the integrity of their national 
sport is impugned. 

Still, allegations of match rigging do occasionally find their w'ay 
into the Japanese media. These occasional media storms offer one 
more chance to measure possible corrtLption in suino. Media 
scrutiny, after all, creates a pow'erful incentive: if two sumo wrestlers 
or their stables huve been rigging matches, they might be leery to con¬ 
tinue when a swarm of journalists ajid TV cameras descend upon 
them. 
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So whac happens in such cases? The data show that in che sumo 
tournaments held Immediateh^ after allegatfojis of match rigging, 7-7 
wresciers win only ^iO percent of their final-day matches ag^ainst S-6 
opponents instead of the npicai 80 percent. No matter Jiow the data 
are sliced, they inevitabh^ suggest one thing: it is hard to argue that 
sumo wrestling isn't rigged. 

Several }^ears ago, two former sumo WTestiers came forvwud wdth 
extensive allegations of match rigging—and more. Aside from the 
crooked matches, tJrey said, sumo was rife with drug use and sesca- 
pades, bribes and tax evasion, and close ties to the yahi7/t^ the Japa¬ 
nese mafia. The two men began to receive threatejiing pJione calls; 
one of them told friends he was afraid he w'ould be killed bv the 
yakuzit. Still, they went foiw'ard with plans to hold a press conference 
at the Foreign Correspondents' Club in Tok}^. But shortly before¬ 
hand, che two men died—hours apart, in the same hospital, of a sim¬ 
ilar respiratory ail men c. The police declared there had been no foul 
play but did not conduct an investigation. “It seems very strajige for 
these two people to die on the same da}^ at the same hospital,” said 
Mitsuru Miyake, the editor of a sumo magazine. “But no one has seen 
them poisoned, so you can't prove the skepticism.” 

Wliethei' or not their deaths were intentional, these two men had 
done w'hac no ocher sumo Insider had previously done: named names. 
Of tlie 281 WTesclers covered in che data cited above, they identified 
29 crooked wrestlers and 11 wJio were said to be incorruptible. 

\Xdiac happens when the whistle-blow'ers' corroborating ev'idence 
is factored into che analysis of the match data? In matches between 

d 

two supposedly corrupt WTesclers, che WTescler who w'ason che bubble 
w'on about 80 percent of the time. In bubble matches against a sup¬ 
posedly clean opponent, meanwhile, che bubble WTescler was no more 
likely to win chan his record would predict. Furthermore, when a 
supposedly corrupt wrestler faced an opponent wdrom the whisde- 
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blowers did not name as either corrupt or dean, tire results were 
nearly as skewed as when two corrupt wrestlers met—sugigesting chat 
most WTestlers w'ho speciiiailly named w'ere also corrupt. 


So if sumo wrestlers, schoolteachers, and day-care parents all cheat, 
are we to assume that mankind is innateh^' and universally corrupt? 
And if so, how corrupt? 

The answer may lie in . . . bagels. Consider the true storj^of a man 
named Paul Feldman. 

Once upon a time, Feldman dreamed big dreams. Trained as an 
agricultural economist, he wanted to tackle world hunger. Instead, he 
took a job in Washington, analyzing weapons expenditures for the 
U.S. Navy. This was in 1962. For the nest tw'enty-odd years, he did 
more of the same. He held senior-level Jobs and earned good money, 
but he w'asif t fulh^ engaged in his work. At the office Christmas party, 
colleagues would introduce him to their wives not as "the head of the 
public research group” (w'hich he was) but as ""the guy who brings in 
the bagels." 

The bagels had begun as a casual gesture: a boss treating his em¬ 
ployees whenever the}^ won a research contract. Then he made it a 
habit. Every Friday, he would bring in some bagels, a serrated knife, 
and cream cheese. When employees from neighboring Hoors heard 
about the bagels, they wanted .some too. Eventually he was bringing 
in fifteen dozen bagels a w'eek. In order to recoup his co-sts, he set out 
a cash basket and a sign with the suggested price. His collection rate 
was about 93 percent; he attributed the underpayment to oversight, 
not fraud. 

In 19S4, when his research institute fell under new management, 
Feldman took a look at his career and grimaced. He decided to quit 
his job and sell bagels. His economist friends thought he had lost his 
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miad, but his wife suppofEed him. The last of their three children was 
linishing college, and thejrhad retired their mortgage. 

Driving around the office parks that encircle Washington, he so¬ 
licited customers with a simple pitch: early in the morning, lie would 
deliver some bagels and a cash basket to a compani'’s snack room; he 
w'ould return before lunch to pick up tJie money and the leftovers. It 
wus an honor-system cojnmerce scheme, and it w'orked. Within a few' 
years, Feldman was delivering 8,400 bagels a week to 140 companies 
and earning as much as he had ever made as a research analyst. He had 
thrown off the shackles of cubicle life and made himself happy. 

He had also—quite without meaning to—designed a beautiful 
economic experiment. From the beginning, Feldman kept rigorous 
data on his business. So by measuring the money collected against the 
bagels taken, he found it possible to tell, dowm to the penny. Just how' 
honest his customers were. Did they steal from him? If so, what w'ere 
the characteristics of a compam" that stole versus a company tliat did 
not? Under what circumstances did people tend to steal more, or less? 

As it happens, Feldman's accidental stud}^ provides a window onto 
a form of cheating that has long stymied academics: white-collar 
crime. (Yes, shorting the bageJ man is white-collaj' crime, WTit how¬ 
ever small.) It might seem ludicrous to address as large and intractable 
a problem as white-collar crime through tire life of a bagel man. But 
often a small and simple question can help chisel aw'a}’' at the biggest 
problems. 

Despite all the attention paid to rogue comparries like Enron, aca¬ 
demics know verjdittle about the practicalities ofw'hite-collar crime. 
The reason? There are no £ood data. A ke\^fact of wh i te-collar crime 
is that we hear about only the very slim fraction of people who are 
cheating. Most embezzlers lead quiet and theoretically happy 
lives; employees who steal company property are rarely detected. 

WitJi street crime, meanwhile, that is not the case. A mugging or a 
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burplarv or a murder is usualiv caliied whether or not the criminal is 
catight. A street crime has a victim, who tj^icaily reports the crime to 
the police, who generate data, which in turn generate thousands of ac¬ 
ademic papers bv criminologists, sociologists, and economists. But 
white-collar crime presents no obvious victim. From whom, exactly, 
did the masters of Enron steal? And how can you measure something 
if you don’t know' to wdrom it happened, or with what frequency, or in 
wiiat magnitude? 

Paul Feldman’s bagel business was different. It did present a victim. 
The victim w^as Paul Feldman. 


When he started his business, he expected a 93 percent payment rate, 
based on the experience at his own office. But just as crime tends to be 
low on a street where a police air is parked, the 93 percent rate w'as ar¬ 
tificially high: Feldman’s presence had deterred theft. Not only that, 
but those bagel eaters knew the provider and had feelings (presumably 
good ones) about him. A broad swath of psychological and economic 
research has shown that people w'ill pay different amounts for the 
same item depending on who is providing it. The economist Richard 

Thaler, in his 19S3 "Beer on the Beach” study, showed that a thirsty 

-■ % 

sunbather would pay 32.65 for a beer delivered from a resort hotel but 
only S1.30 for the same beer if it came from a shabby grocery store. 

In the real world, Feldman learned to settle for less than 93 per¬ 
cent. He came to consider a com pam^ "'honest” if its payment rate was 
above 90 percent. He considered a rate between SO and 90 percent 
"ajinoying but tolerable.” If a compamHiabitually paid below SO per¬ 
cent, Feldman might post a hectoring note, like this one: 

The cost of bagels has gone up dramatically since the beginning 
of the year. Unfortunately, the number of bagels that disappear 
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wichout being paid for has also gone up. E>ont lec chat con¬ 
tinue. I don’t imagine that you. would ceacli youj' children to 
cheat, so w'hv do ic ’i^oiirs elves ? 

In the beginning, Feldman left behind an open baskec for die 
cash, but coo often the money vanished. Then he cried a coffee can 
with a money slot in its plastic lid, which also proved too tempting. 
In the end, he resorted to making small plywood boxes with a slot 
cut into the top. The wooden box has worked w'ell. Each year he drops 
off about seven thousand boxes and loses, on average, jusc one to 
theft. This is an intriguing statistic: tJie same people w'ho routinely 
steal more than 10 percent of his bagels almost never scoop to stealing 
his money box—a tribute to the nuanced social calculus of tJiefc. 
From Feldman’s perspective, an office worker who eats a bagel wdth- 
OLic paying is committing a crime; the office worker probably doesn’t 
think so. This distinction probably has less to do with the admittedly 
small amount of money involved (Feldman’s bagels cost one dollar 
each, cream cheese included) than witJi the context of the ''crime.” 
The same office w'orker who fails to pay for his bagel might also help 
himself to a long slurp of soda while filling a glass in a self-serve 
restaurant, but he is very unlikely to leave the restaurant w'itJiouc 
paying. 

So what do the bagel data have to sa}’? In recent years, there have 
been two noteworthy trends in tJae overall payment race. TJie first was 
a long, slow decline that began in 1992.. By the summer of2001, the 
overall race had slipped to about 87 percent. But immediately after 
September 11 of that }ear, the rate spiked a full 2 percent and hasn’t 
slipped much since. (If a 2 percent gain in payment doesn’t sound like 
much, think of it this way: tire nonpayment race fell from 13 to 11 
percent, which amounts to a 15 percent decline in theft.) Because 
many of Feldman’s customers are affiliated with national security, 
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there may have been a pacriocic elenienc co this 9/ i 1 Effect. Or it may 
have represented a more genei al surge in empathy. 

The data also show that smaller offices are more honest than big 
ones. An office with a few dozen employees generally outpays by 3 to 
percent an office with a few hundred employees. This may seem 
counterintuitive. In a bigger office, a bigger crowd is bound to con¬ 
vene around the bagel table, providing more witnesses to make sure 
TOU drop TOur monei^ in the box. But in the big-office/small-office 
comparison, bagel crime seems to mirror street crime. There is far less 
street crime per capita in rural areas than in cities, in large part be¬ 
cause a rural criminal is more likely to be known (and therefore 


caught), j^so, a smaller community tends to exert greater social in¬ 
centives against crime, the main one being shame. 

The bagel data also reflect how' much personal mood seems to af¬ 
fect honesty. Weather, for instance, is a mafoj' factor. Unseasonably 
pleasant w'eather inspires people to pay at a higher rate. Unseasonably 
cold wreather, meanwhile, makes people cheat prolihcally, so do heavy 
rain and wind. Worst are the holida}'’s. The w'eek of Christmas pro¬ 
duces a 2 percent drop in payment rates—again, a 15 percent increase 
in theft, an effect on the same magnitude, in reverse, as that of 9/11. 
Thanksgiving is nearly as bad', the week of Valentine’s Day is also 
lousy, as is the week straddling April 15. There are, however, a few 
good holiday's: the weeks that include the Fourth of Juh", Labor Day, 
and Columbus Dav. The difference in tlie two sets of holidays? The 
low-cheating holidays represent little more than an extra day off from 
work. The high-cheating holidays are fraught with miscellaneous 
anxieties and the high expectations of loved ones. 


Feldman has also reached some of his own conclusions about hon¬ 
est}^, based more on his experience than the data. He has come to be^ 
lieve that morale is a big factor—that an office is more honest when 
the emploi’ees like their boss and their work. He also believes that 
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employees further up the corporate ladder cheat more tJian those 
down below. He got this idea after delivering for years to one com¬ 
pany spread out over three floors—an executive floor on top and two 
low'er floors with sales, service, and administrative employees. (Feld¬ 
man wondered if perhaps the executives cJieated out of an overdev'el- 
oped sense of entitlement. \X'''hat he didn't consider is that perhaps 
cheating was how they got to executives.) 


If morality represents the way w'e would like the world to work and 
economics represents Jiow it actually does work, then tlie story of 
Feldman's bagel business lies at the verj^ intersection of morality and 
economics. Yes, a lot of people steal from him, but the vast maiority, 
even though no one is watching over tirem, do Jiot. This outcome 
may surprise some people—including Feldman's economist friends, 
who counseled him twenty years ago that his honor-system scheme 
would never work. But it would not have surprised Adam Smith. In 
fact, the theme of Smith's first book. The Theory of Moml Sentiments, 
w'as the innate honesty of mankind. “How selfish soever man may be 
supposed,” Smith WTOte, “there are evident!}^ .some principles in his 
nature, wliidi interest him in the fortune of others, and render their 
happiness jrecessary tohim, though he derives Jiothing from it, except 
the pleasure of seeing it.” 

There is a tale, “The Ring of Gj'ges,” that Feldman sometimes tells 
his economist friends. It comes from Plato's Republic. A student 
named Glaucon offered the storjdn response to a lesson by Socrates— 
wiio, like Adam Smith, argued that people are generally good even 
without enforcement. Glaucon, like Feldman's economist friends, dis¬ 
agreed. He told of a shepherd named Gyges who stumbled upon a se^ 
cret cavern with a corpse inside that wore a ring. When Gi’ges put on 
the ring, he fotind that it made him invisible. With no one able to 
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monitor his behavior, Gyges proceeded to do woeful things—seduce 
the queen, murder [he icing, and so on. Glaucoifs story posed a moral 
question: could any man resist the temptation of evil if he knew' his 
acts could not be witnessed? Glaucon seemed to think the answ'er was 
no. But Paul Feldman sides with Socrates and Adam Smith—for he 
know's [hat theansw'er, at least 87 percent of the time, is yes. 
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L evi^t is the first to say that some of t^s topics-a study of discrimmation on 
The weakest Link on the triviat. But he has shown other economists 
just how wefitheir tools canmahe sense of the real world/'Levitt is considered 
a demigod, one oftherj\ost creative people in economics and mayhein all social 
science,'' says Colin F. Camerer, an economist at the California Institute of 
Technology. "'He represents something that everyone thinks they will he when 
they go to grad school in econ hut usually they have the creative spark hored 
Out of them hy endless math—namely, a kind of intellectual detective trying to 
figure stuff out." 


-JficNEW York IthtES MACAZtf^, August 3, 2003 




How Is the Ku Klux Klan Like a 
Group of Real-Estate Agents? 


As insciciitions go, the Ku Klus Klan has had a markedly up-and- 
down history. It was founded in the immediate aftermatJi of the Civil 
War by sis former Confederate soldiers in Pulaski, Tennessee. The sbc 
Idling men, four of whom were budding lawyers, saw themselves as 
merely a circle of like-minded friends—thus die name they chose, 
“kuklux,” a .slight mangling of kukks^ the Greek word for "circle.” 
Tliey added "Idan” because they w'ere all of Scotcli-Irish descent. In 
the beginning, their activities were said to be harmless midnight 
pranks—riding horses through the countryside while draped in white 
sheets and pillow'case hoods. But soon the Klan evolved into a multi- 
state terrorist organiiation designed to frighten and kill emancipated 
slaves. Among its regional leaders w'ere five former Confederate gen¬ 
erals; its staunchest supporters were the plantation owmers for whom 
Reconstruction posed an economic and political nigJitmare. In 1872, 
President LHysses S. Grant spelled out for the House of Representa¬ 
tives the true aims of the Ku Klux Klan: "By force and terror, to pre- 
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vent all political action not in accord with the views of the members, 
to deprive colored citizens of the right to bear arms and of the right of 
a free ballot, to suppress the schools in which colored children w'ere 
taught, and to reduce the colored people to a condition closely allied 
to that of slavery.” 

The earh^ Klan did its work through pamphleteering, hmchlng, 
shooting, burning, castrating, pistol-w'hipping, and a thousand forms 
of intimidation. They targeted former slaves and am^ whites who sup¬ 
ported the blacks’ rights to vote, acquire land, or gain an education. 
Within barely a decade, however, the Klan had been extinguished, 
largely by legal and militar)" Incen'entions out of Washington, D.C. 

But if the Klan itself was defeated, Its aims had largely been 
achieved through the establishment of Jim Crow' laws. Congress, 
w'hlch during Reconstruction had been quick to enact measures of 
legal, social, and economic freedom for blacks, just as quickl}" began 
to roll them back. The federal government agreed to withdraw its oc¬ 
cupation troops from the South, allowing the restoration of w'hlce 
rule. In Plessy ik Ferguson, the U.S. Supreme Court g^ve the go-ahead 
to full-scale racial segregation. 

The Ku Klux Klan lay largeh^ dormant until 1315, w'hen D. W. 
Grifhth’s film The Birth ofu Nation —originally titled The Clamman — 
helped spark its rebirth. Griffith presented the Klan as crusaders for 
w'hite civilization itself and as one of the noblest forces in American 
history. The film quoted a line horw A History of the American Teopk, 
w'rltten by a renowned historian: ^At last there had sprung into exis¬ 
tence a great Ku Klux Klan, a veritable empire of the South, to protect 
the Southern country.” The book’s author w'as LJ.S. president Wood- 
row Wilson, onetime scholar and president of Princeton University. 

By the 1320s, a revived IGan claijned eight million members, in¬ 
cluding President Warren G. Harding, wiio reportedly took his Klan 
oath in the Green Room of the White House. This time around, the 
Klan was not confined to the South but ranged throughout the conn- 
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ch[s rime, it concerned icself noc only wich blacks biic also widi 
Catholics, Jews, communists, Linioniscs, immigrants, agitators, and 
other disrupters of the status quo. In 1933, w'ith Hitler ascendant in 
Germany, Will Rogers was tire lirst to draw a line betw'een the Jiew 
Klan and the new threat in Europe: 'Tapers all state Hitler is mnng to 
copy Mussolini,” he WTOte. "Looks to me like ids the Ku Klux that he 
is copying.” 

The onset of World War IJ and a number of interJtal scandals once 
a&ain laid tJre Klan low: Public sentiment turned ae;ainst the Klan as 
the unity of a coujitry at war trumped its message of separatism. 

But w'ithin a few years, tliere w'ere already signs of a massive reyival. 
As wartime anxiety gave way to postwar uncertainty, Klan member¬ 
ship nourished. Barely two months after V-J Day, the Klan in Atlanta 
burned a 300-foot cross on the face of Stone Mountain, site of a sto¬ 
ried rock dj'ving of Robert E. Lee. The extravagant cross burning, 
one Klansman later said, was intended “just to let the niggers know' 
the war is over and that the Klan is back on the market." 

Atlanta Jrad by now become Klan headquarters. The Klan held 
great swa}" w'ith key Georgia politicians, and its Georgia chapters in¬ 
cluded many policemen and sheriff's deputies. Yes, the Klan was a se¬ 
cret society, reveling in passw'ords and cloak-and-dagger ploys, but its 
real pow'er lay in the verj^ public fear that it fostered—exemplified by 
the open secret that the Ku Klux Klan and the law-enforcement es¬ 
tablishment W'ere brothers in arms. 

Atlanta—the Imperial City of the KKK's Invisible Empire, in Klan 
jargon—was also home to Stetson Kennedy, a thiny-year<tld man 
w'ith the bloodlines of a Klansman but a temperament that ran oppo¬ 
site. He came from a prominent soudnern family whose ancestors In¬ 
cluded tw'o signers of the Declaration of I ndependence, an officer in 
the Confederate Army, and John B. Stetson, founder of the famed hat 
company and the man for w'hom Stetson LIniversity was named. 

Stetson Kennedy grew up in a fourteen-room house in Jackson- 
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viile, Florida, tlie youn^esc of five cJiildren. His unde Brad\^ w'as a 
Klansman. Bllc he goc his hrsc real exposure to the Klan when die 
famih^'s maid, Flo, who had pretty much raised Stetson, w'as tied to a 
tree, beaten, and raped by a gang of Klansmen. Her offense: talking 
back to a white trolle}=' driver who had shortchanged her. 

Because Kennedj^ couldn’t fight in World War II—he had had a 
bad back since childhood—he felt compelled to defend his country at 
hojne. Its worst enemy, he believed, w'as bigotrj=: Kennedy became 
a self-described "dissident at large,” writing anti-bigotry articles and 
books. He became close friends with Woody Guthrie, Richard 
Wiight, and a host of other progressives; Jean-Paul Sartre published 
his work in France. 

Writing did not come easily to Kennedy, or happily. He was at root 
a country boy who would rather have been off fishing the swamps. 
But he was afflicted by a foolhardy devotion to his cause. Kennedy 
would go on to become the only gentile member of the And- 
Defamation League’s postwar effort to smite bigotry. (He coined the 
phrase "Frowo Pow'er,” a centerpiece of the ADLs peer-pressure cam¬ 
paign, which encouraged people to poiiitedly frowui when they heard 
bigoted speech.) He became the only white correspondent for the 
Pfmi^urgh Cornier, the country’s largest black newspaper. (He WTOte a 
column about the race struggle in the South under the pseudonym 
Daddy Mention—a black folk hero who, as nmh told it, could out- 
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run the blast of a sheriff’s shotgun.) 

Wfiiat drove Kennedy was a hatred of small-miJidedness, igno¬ 
rance, obstructionism, and intimidation—which, in his view, w'ere 
displayed by no organization more proudh^ than by the Ku Klux 
Klan. Kennedy saw' the Klan as the terrorist arm of the white estab¬ 
lishment itself. This struck him as an intractable problejn, for a vari¬ 
ety of reasons. The Klan w'as in cahoots w'ith political, business, and 
law'-enforcement leaders. The public was frightened and felt pow'er- 
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less CO act against che Kian. And tJte few anti-hate groups that exlsced 
at che time had liccle leverage or even Infbrmacion about che Klan. As 
Kennedy later wrote, he was particularly chagrined by one key fact 
about che Klan: “juntosc all of tlie things WTicten on the subject w'ere 
editorials, not exposes. The writers were rf^/u'w/the Klan, all right, 
but the}^had precious few inside facts 

So Kennedt^ decided—as anv foolhard’^^, fearless, slishch='daft anti- 
bigot would—to go undercover and foin che Ku Klux Klaji. 

In Atlanta, he started hanging around a pool hall 'Vhose 
habitues,” as he later WTOte, ''had che frustrated, cruel look of che Klan 
about them.” A man named Slim, a taxi driver, sat beside him at che 
bar’ ojie afternoon. ''Whac this country needs is a good Kluxing,” Slim 
said. "Thath the only way to keep che niggers, kikes. Catholic dagos, 
and Reds in their place!” 

Kennedy introduced himself as John S. Perkins, the alias he had 
adopted for his mission. He told Slim, truthfully, that his uncle Brady 
Perkins back in Florida had once been a Great Titan with the Klan. 
“But chev're dead now', areifc chev?” he asked Slim. 

That prompted Slim to whip out a Klan calling card: "Here Yester¬ 
day Today, Forever! The Ku Klux Klan Is Riding^ God Give Us Men!” 
Slim told "Perkins” chat he was in luck, for tliere was a membership 
drive under way. The $10 initiation fee—che Klaifs sales pitch was 
"Do You Hate Niggers? Do You Hate Jew's? Do You Have Ten Dol¬ 
lars?”—had been reduced to $S. Then there was another $10 in an¬ 
nual dues, and S15 for a hooded robe. 

Kennedy balked at the various fees, pretending to play hard to get, 
but agreed to Join. Not long after, he took the Klan oath in a night¬ 
time mass ijiitiation atop Stone Mountain. Kenjred}^ began attending 
w'eekK Klan meetings, hurrying home afceiw'ard to write notes in a 
cryptic shorthand he invented. He learned che identities of che Klarfs 
local and regional leaders ajid deciphered che Klaifs hierarchy, rituals, 
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and language. It was Kian custojn co affix a Kl to mam^ words> thns 
would two Klansmen hold a Klonversation in the local Klavern. 
Many of the cnstoms stiucit Kennedv as almost laLi£hably chUdish. 
The sec.ret Klan handshake, lor instance, was a left-handed, limp- 
wri seed hsh wiggle. When a traveling Klansman wanted to locate 
brethren in a stran£^ towm, he would ask for a ''Mr. Avak’’—"Ayalf’ 
being code for ""jAre You a Klansman?'" He would hope to hear, "Yes, 
and I also know'a Mr. iAtai"'—code for "A Klansman Am I.” 

Belbre long, Kenned 3 ^w'as invited to Join the Klavaliers, the Klaifs 
secret police and "flog squad.” For this privilege, his wrist w'as .slit whth 
a [ackknife so that he could cake a blood oath: 

"Klansman, do you solemnly swear by God and the Devil never to 

j m J 

betray secrets ejitrusted co you as a Klavalierof die Klan?” 

"1 sw'ear,” Kennedy responded. 

“Do you swear co provide yourself wich a good gun and plenty of 
ammunition, so as to be read}^ when the nigger starts trouble to give 
him plenty?” 

"1 do.’’ 

“Do you furtJier s^vear to do all i]i your power co increase the w'hice 



Kejinedy was promptly instructed co pai^ $ 10 for liis initiation into 
the Klavaliers, as well as $1 a month to cover Klavalier expenses. He 
also had to buy a second hooded robe, to be di^ed black. 

As a Klavalier, Kennedy worried chat he would someday be ex- 

J 

peered co inflict violence. But he soon discovered a central fact of life 
in the Klan—and of terrorism in general: most of the threatened vio¬ 
lence never goes beyond the threat stage. 

Consider lynching, the Klan’s hallmark sign of violence. Here, 
compiled by the Tuskegee Institute, are tire decade-by-decade .statis¬ 
tics on the hmchingof blacks in the United States: 
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Years 

Lynchings of Blacks 

1890-1899 

1,111 

19CO-1909 

791 

1910-1919 

569 

1920-1929 

281 

1930-1939 

119 

1940-1949 

31 

1950-1959 

6 

1960-1969 

3 


Bear in mind that tJiese figures represent not onh^ lynchings nttrib- 
uted to die Ku KIlls Klan but the total number of reported hiicliings. 
The statistics reveal at least three noteworthy facts. The first is the ob- 
vious decrease In lynchinss over time. The second is the absence of a 

J O 

correlation betw'een hmchings and Klan membership: there were ac¬ 
tually more hmehings of blacks between 1900 and 1909, when the 
Klaji was dormant, than during the 1920s, w'hen the Klan had mil¬ 
lions of members—which suggests that the Ku Klux Klan carried out 
far few'er hmchings than is generally thought. 

Third, relative to the size of the black population, lynchings were 
exceedingly rare. To be sure, one hmehing is one too many. But by the 
turn of the century, Ijmchings were hardly the everyday occurrence 
that they are often remembered as. Compare the 281 victims of 
lynchings in the 192Os to tlie number of black infants who died as a 
result of malnutrition, pneumonia, diarrhea, and the like. As of 1920, 
about 13 out of every 100 black children died in infancy, or roughly 
20,000 children each I'ear—compared to 28 people who were 
lynched in a year. As late as 1940, about 10,000 black infants died 
each year. 

j 

’VC'hat larger truths do these lynching figures suggest? What does 
it mean that lynchings were relatively rare and that they fell pre- 
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cipitously over cime, even in die face of a boom in Klan member- 
siiip? 

The most compelling explanation is that all chose earh'' lynchings 
uforked. White racists—whether or not they belonged co che Ku Klux 
Klan—had chrough cheir actions and their rhetoric developed a 
strong incentive scheme that was terribly clear and terribly frighten¬ 
ing. If a black person violated the accepted code of behavior, whether 
by talking back to a trolley driver or daring to tiy to vote, he knew he 
might well be punished, perhaps by death. 

So b}^ the mid-1940s, when Stetson Kennedy Joined up, the Klan 
didn't really tieed to use as much violence. Many blacks, Jiaving 
long been told to behave like second-class citizens—or else—simply 
obliged. One or two lynchings went a long way tow'ard inducing 
doc.ility among even a large group of people, for people respond 
strongly to strong incentives. j-\nd there are few incentives more pow¬ 
erful than the fear of random violence—which, in essence, is why ter¬ 
rorism is so effective. 

But if the Ku Klux Klan of the 1940s wusn't uniformK violent, 
wiiat was it? The Bdan that Stetson Kejinedy found was in fact a sorry 
fraternity of men, most of tlaem poorly educated and w'ith poor 
prospects, who needed a place to vent—and an excuse for occasion- 
all}^ staying out all night. That their fraternity engaged in quasi¬ 
religious chanting and oath taking and hosanjia hailing, all of it top 
secret, made it tJrat much more appealijig. 

Kennedy also found the Klan to be a slick money-making opera¬ 
tion, at least for those near the top of the organization. Klan leaders 
had any number of revenue sources: thousands of dues-paying rank- 
and-hle members; business owners who hired the Klan to scare off the 
unions or who paid he Klan protection money; Klan rallies that 
generated huge cash donation.s; even tire occasional gunrunning or 
moonshine operation. Then there were rackets like the Klan's Death 
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B^neiit Associacion, which sold insurance policies to Klan members 
and accepted only cash or personal checks made out to the Grand 
Dragon himself. 

After just a few'w'eeks inside the Klan, Kennedy w'as eager to hurt 
it am^ way he could. When he heard about Klan plans for a union- 
busting rally, he fed the inforjnation to a union friend. He passed 
along Klan information to the assistant attorney general of Georgia, 
an established Klan buster. After researching the Klan’s corporate 
charter, Kennedy wrote to the governor of Georgia suggesting the 
grounds upon w'hich the charter should be revoked: the Klan had 
been designated a non-profit, non-political organization, but Ken¬ 
nedy had proof that it was clearly devoted to both profits ajid politics. 

None of Kennedy's efforts produced the desired effect. The Klan 
W'as so entrenched and broad-based that Kennedy felt as if he were 
tossing pebbles at a giant. And even if he could somehow damage 
the Klan in Atlanta, the thousands of other chapters around the 
country—the Klan was by now' in the midst of a serious revival— 
w'ould &o untouched. 

Kennedy was supremely frustrated, and out of this frustration was 
born a stroke of brilliance. He had noticed one day a group of}T>ung 
boys playing some kind of spy game in which the}" exchanged silly se¬ 
cret passwords. It reminded him of the Klan. Wouldn't it be nice, he 
thought, to get the Bdan's passw'ords and the rest of its secrets into the 
hands of kids all across the country? What better wa)’' to defang a 
secret societ}" than to infantilize—and make public—its most secret 
information? (Coincidentally, in Birth of a Ni^tion, a former Confed¬ 
erate soldier is inspired to start the Klan when he sees a pair ofw'hite 
children hide under a sheet to scare a group of black children.) 

Kennedy thought of the ideal outlet for this mission: the Adven^ 
mres of Superman radio show', broadcast each night at dinnertime to 
millions of listeners nationwide. He contacted the show'^s producers 
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and asked if chey would like [o WTite some episodes about the Ku Klus 
Klan. The producers were eudiusiastic. Superman had spent Tears 
lighting Hitler and Mussolini and Hirohito, but with the war over, he 
w'as in need of fresh vdllains. 

Kennedy began feeding his best Klan information to the Superman 
producers. He told them about Mr. Ayak and Mr. j^ai, and he passed 
along overheated passages from the Klaifs bible, which was called the 
Kloran. ( Kennedy never did learn why a w'hlte Christian supremacist 
proup would ^ive its bible essentialh^the same name as the most holv 

C> 1 ft" 1^ 

book of Islam.) He explained the role of Klan officers in any local 
Klavern: the Klaliff (vice president), Klokard (lecturer), Kludd (chap¬ 
lain), Kligrapp (secretary), Klabee (treasurer), Kladd (conductor), 
Klarogo (inner guard), Klexter (outer guard), the Klokann (a hve-man 
investigative committee), aiid the Klavaliers (the strong-arm group 
to w'hich Kennedy himself belonged, and wffiose captain was called 
Chief Ass Tea re r). He spelled out the Klan hierarchy as it proceeded 
from the local to the national level: aji Exalted C 3 "clops and his twelve 
Terrors; a Great Titan and his twelve Furies; a Grand Dragon and his 
nine Hydras; and the Imperial Wizard and his fifteen Genii. Ajid Ken¬ 
nedy told the producers the current passwords, agenda, and gossip 
emanating from his own Klan chapter, NatJian Bedford Forrest Klav- 
ern No. 1, Atlanta, Realm of Georgia. 

The radio producers began to write four weeks' worth of programs 
in which Superman would wipe out the Ku Klux Klan. 

Kennedy couldn't wait for the hrst Klan meeting after the show' hit 
the air. Sure enotigh, the Klavern was iji distress. The Grand Dragon 
tried to run a normal meeting but the rank and file shouted him 

S' 

dowm. “When I came home from w'ork the otirer night,'’ one of them 
complained, “there was my kid and a bunch of others, some w'ith 
tow'els tied around their necks like capes and some with pillowcases 
over their heads. The ones with capes was chasing the ones whth pil- 
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lowcLises all over the lot. ’VClien I asked them what they were do[ngj 
the)^ said they w'ere playing a new' land of cops and robbers called 
Superman agains: the Klan. Gangbusting, thei^called k! Knew'all our 
secret passwords and everytJilng. I never felt so ridiciilotis jji all my 
life’ Suppose my own kid finds my Klan robe some day?” 

The Grand Dragon promised to expose the Judas in tJieir midst. 

“The damage has alread}^ been done,” said one Klansman. 

“Our sacred ritual being profaned by a bunch of kids on the 
radio!"' said die Kladd. 

“They didn't put it itU^yn. the air,” the Grand Dragon offered. 

“What they didn’t broadcast wasn’t worth broadcasting,” said the 
Kladd. 

The Dragon suggested the}" change their passw'ord immediately, 
from “red-blooded” to “death to traitors.” 

After that night’s meeting, Kennedy phoned in the new'password 
to the Superman producers, who promised to write it into the next 
show. At the follow'ing week’s Klan meeting, the room w'as nearly 
emptj" applications for new membership had fallen to zero. 

<I>f all the ideas that Kennedy had thought up—and w'ould think 
up in the future—to tight bigotry, his Superman campaign w’as easily 
the cleverest and probably the most productive. It had the precise ef¬ 
fect he hoped: turning tlie Klan’s secrec}'’against itself, converting pre¬ 
cious know'ledge into ammunition for mockery. Instead of roping in 
millions of members as it had just a generation earlier, the Klan lost 
momentum and began to founder, though the Klan would never 
quite die, especial!}" dow'n South—David Duke, a smooth-talking 
Klan leader from Louisiana, mounted legitimate bids for the LJ.S. 
Senate and other offices—it w'as also never quite the same. In The 
Fiery Cross: The Ku Klux Klan in America^ tJie Jiistorian W}t.i Craig 
Wade calls Stetsoji Kennedy 'kJie single most important factor in pre¬ 
venting a postwar revh'al of the Ku Klux Klan in the North.” 
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This did noc happen because Kenned}^ was courageous or resol Lice 
or LinHappable, even though he was all of these. It happened because 
Kennedy understood the raw power of informacion. The Ku Klux 
Klan w'as a group whose power—much like that of politicians or real- 
estate agents or stockbrokers—was derived in large part from the fact 
that it hoarded informacion. Once chat information falls into the 
WTong hands (or, depending on jx>Lir point of view, the right hands), 
much of the group's advantage disappears. 

In the late 1990s, the price of term life insurance fell dramatically. 
This posed something of a myscert", for the decline had no obvious 
cause. Otlier ppes of insurance, incl uding health and automobile and 
homeowners' coverage, were certain!}^ noc falling in price. Nor had 
there been any radical changes among insurance companies, insur¬ 
ance brokers, or the people who btiy term life insurance. So whac hap¬ 
pened? 

The Internee happened. In the spring of 19%, Quotesmich.com 
became the first of several websites tlaat enabled a customer co com¬ 
pare, within seconds, the price of term life insurance sold by dozens of 
different companies. For such websites, term life insurance was a per¬ 
fect product. Unlike other forms of insurance—including whole life 
insurance, which is a far more complicated financial instrument— 
teim life policies aj'e fairhUiomogeneous: one thirty-year, guaranteed 
policy for $ 1 million is essentially identical to the next. So whac really 
matters is die price. Shopping around for the cheapest policy, a 
process that had been convoluted and time-consuming, was suddenly 
made simple. With customers able to instantaneously find the cheap¬ 
est policy, the more expensive companies had no choice but to low'er 
their prices. Suddenh^ cus comers w'e re paying Si billion less a year for 
term life insurance. 

It is worth noting chat these websites only listed prices; the}^ didn't 
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even sell the policies. So it’^-'^shc really insLiranoe they were peddling. 
Like S tec son Kennedy, [he)^were dealing in information. (Had the In¬ 
terne: been around when Kennedy Inliltrated the Klan, he probably 
would have rushed home after each meeting and blog^d his brains 
out.) To be sure, there are differences between exposing the Ku Klux 
Klan and exposing Insurance companies' high premiums. The Klan 
trafficked in secret information whose secrecy engendered fear, while 
insurance prices were less a secret than a set of facts dispensed in a way 
tliat made comparisons difficult. But in both instances, the dissemi¬ 
nation of the information diluted its pow'er. As Supreme Court Jus¬ 
tice Louis D. Brandeis once wrote, “Sunlight is said to be the best of 
disinfectants.’’ 

Information is a beacon, a cudgel, an olive branch, a deterrent, de¬ 
pending on who wields it and how. Information is so powerful that 
the of informat ion, even if the information does not actu¬ 

al!}^ exist, can have a sobering effect. Consider the case of a one-day- 
old car. 

The day that a car is driven off the lot is the worst day in its life, for 

j’ J 

it instant!}' loses as much as a quarter of its value. This might seem 
absurd, but we know it to be true. A new car that was bought for 
S20,000 cannot be resold for more than perhaps S 15,000. \^Ty? Be¬ 
cause the only person who might logically want to resell a brand-new' 
car is someone who found the car to be a lemon. So e\'en if the car isn’t 
a lejnon, a potential buyer assumes that it is. He assumes that the 
seller has .some information about the car that he, the buyer, does not 
have—and the seller is punished for this assumed information. 

And if the car fs a lemon? The seller wo uld do well to w'ait a year to 
sell it. B}' dien, the suspicion of lemonjress will have faded; by then, 
sojne people will be selling theij' perfectly good year-old cars, and the 
lemon can blend in with them, likely selling for more than it is truly 
w'orth. 

It is common for one party to a transaction to have better informa- 
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tion chan another parcy. Iji the parlance of economises, such a case is 
laiown as an informaclon asymmetry. We accept as a vehey of capital¬ 
ism that someone (asualh^an expert) knows more than someone else 
(usually a consumer). Buc information asymmetries everywhere have 
in fact been mortally wounded by the Internet. 

Information is the currenn^of the Internet. As a medium, die In- 
ternet is brilliantly efficient at shifting information from the hands of 
those who have it into the hands of chose who do not. Often, as in the 
case of term life insurance prices, the information existed but in a 
woefully scattered way. (In such instances, the Internet acts like a 
gigantic horseshoe magnet waved over an endless sea of haystacks, 
plucking the needle out of each one.) Just as Stetson Kennedy accom¬ 
plished what no journalist, do-gooder, or prosecutor could, the Inter¬ 
net has accomplished w'hac no consujner advocate could: it has vastly 
shrunk the gap between the experts and the public. 

The Internet has proven particularly fruitful for situations in 
which a face-to-face encounter with an expert might actually extlcer- 
bat€ the problem of asymmetrical information—situations in which 
an expert uses his informational advajitage to make us feel stupid or 
rushed oj' cheap or ignoble. Consider a scenario in which vour loved 
one has just died and now the funeral director—who knows that you 
know' next to nothijig about his business and are under emotional 
duress to boot—steers you to the $7,000 mahogany casket. Or con¬ 
sider the automobile dealership: the salesman does his best to obscure 
the cai''s base price under a jnountain of add-ons and incentives. 
Later, how'ev'er, in the cool-headed calm of vour home, vou can use 
the Internet to find out exactly how much the dealer paid the 
manulacturer for that car. Or }ou might Just log on to www' 
.TributeDirect.com and buy that mahogan)' casket )ourself for just 
S3,200, delivered overnight. Unless }ou decide to spiend $2,993 for 
“The Last Hole'" (a casket with golf scenes) or “Memories of the 
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Hunc” (featuring big-racked bucks and other prej^) or one of tire much 
cheaper models chat tire funeral director .somehow failed even to 
mention. 


The Internet, powerful as it is, has hardly slain the beast that is infor¬ 
mation astnnmetry. Consider the so-called corporate scandals of the 
early 2000s. The crimes committed b}^ Enron included hidden part¬ 
nerships, disguised debt, and the manipulation of energy markets. 
Henry Blodget of Merrill Lynch and Jack Grubman of Salomon 
Smith Barney wrote glowing research reports of companies they knew' 
to be junk. Frank Quattione of Credit Suisse First Boston covered up 
an investigation into how his company dished out shares of Jrot initial 
public offerings. Sajn Waksal dumped Jris ImClone stock w'hen he got 
early word of a damaging report frojn the Food and Drug Adminis¬ 
tration; his friend Martha Stewart also dumped her shares, then lied 
about the reason. WorldCom and Global Crossing fabricated billions 
of dollars in rev'enues to pump up their stock prices. One group of 
mutual fund companies let preferred customers trade at preferred 
prices, and another group was charged with hiding management fees. 

Though extraordinarily diverse, these crimes all have a common 
trait: tJrey were sins of information. Most of them involved an expert, 
or a gang of experts, promoting false information or Jiiding true in¬ 
formation; in each case the experts w'ere trying to keep the informa¬ 
tion asymmetry as asyjnmetrical as possible. 

The practitioners of such acts, especially in the realm of high fi¬ 
nance, inev'itably offer this defense: “Everybody else was doing it.” 
Which may be largely true. One characteristic of information crimes 
is that very few of them are detected. Unlike street crimes, they do not 
leave behijid a corpse or a broken w'indow'. Unlike a bagel criminal— 
that is, someone w'ho eats one of Paul Feldman’s bagels but doesn’t 
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piiy—^in inforjiiacion ciim[nal typicalh^ doesn’t have someone like 
Feldman tallying; every nickel. For an Information crime to reach the 
surface, something drastic must happen. When It does, the results 
tend to be pretty revealing. The perpetrators, after all, weren’t think¬ 
ing about tlieir private actions being made public. Consider the 
Enron tapes, the secretly recorded conversations of Enron einployees 
that surfaced after the company imploded. During a phone conversa¬ 
tion on August 5, 2000, tw'o traders chatted about how a wildfire in 
California would allow' Enron to jack up its electricity prices. “Tire 
magical w='ord of the darC one trader said, “is 'Burn, Baby, Burn.’ ” A 
few months later, a pair of Enron traders named Kevin and Tom 
talked about how California officials wanted to make Enron refund 
the profits of its price gouging. 

KE\aN: Ther'l'e fucking taking all the money back from you 
guys? All the money toli guys stole from those poor grandmas 
in California? 

bob: Yeah, Grandma Millie, man. 

KEVIN: Yeah, now she wants her fucking money back for all the 
power you j'ajnmed right up her ass for fucking S250 a mega- 
w'att hour. 


If }’ou were to assume that mam" experts use their information to 
}"our detriment, j^u’d be right. Experts depejid on the fact that you 
don’t have the informatioji they do. Or that are so befuddled bv 

J I* 

the complexity of tlieir operation that you wouldn’t know what to do 
whh the information if ixui had it. Or that you are so in aw'e of their 

J ^ 

expertise that you w^ouldn’t dare challenge them. Ifixnir doctor sug¬ 
gests that )X)u have angioplast}"—even though some current research 
suggests that angioplasty often does little to prevent heart attacks— 
ixui aren’t likelv to think that the doctor is usiiip his informaiiojial ad- 
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vantage to make a few [hoiisand dollars for himself or Jris hiaddy. But 
as David Hlllis, an Inrervenrtonal cardiologist at the University of 
Texas Soochwestern xVIedical Center in Dallas, explained to the IVew 
York Times, a doctor mav have the same economic incentives as a car 
salesman or a funeral director or a mutual fund manager: "If you're an 
invasive cardiologist and Joe Smith, tJie local internist, is sending you 
patients, and if you tell them thet^ don't need the procedure, pretty 
soon Joe Smith doesn't send patients anymore." 

Armed with iti formation, experts can exert a gigantic, if unspoken, 
lev'eracne: fear. Fear that ’t^ur children will find you dead on the bath- 
room Hoor of a heart attack if you do not have angioplasty surgery. 
Fear that a cJieap casket will expose your grandmother to a terrible 
underground fate. Fear that a S2?>,000 car w'ill crumple like a toy in 
an accident, whereas a 530,000 car will w'rap }xnir loved ones in a 
cocoon of impregnable steel. The fear created by commercial experts 
may not quite rival the fear created b}" terrorists like the Ku Klux 
Klan, but the principle is tire same. 

Consider a transaction that wouldn't seem, on the surface, to create 
much fear: selling your house. What's so scary about that? Aside from 
the fact that selling a house is typically the largest financial transaction 
in j^ur life, and that you probably have scant experience in real estate, 
and that you may have an enormous emotional attachment to }our 
house, tJiere are at least tw-o pressing fears: that you will sell tire house 
for far less than it is worth and that vou will not be able to sell it at all. 

In the first case, you fear setting the price too low" in tire second, 
}xni fear setting it too high. It is the job of your real-estate agent, of 
course, to find the golden mean. She is the one with all the informa¬ 
tion: the inventory of similar houses, the recent sales trends, the 
tremors of tire jnortgage jnarket, perhaps eveji a lead on an interested 
buyer. You feel fortunate to have such a knowiedgeable expert as an 
alhUn this most confounding enterprise. 
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Too bad she sees things difFerenth’: A reai-escace agenc inay see yon 
noc so much as an ally hue as a mark. Think back co die study cited at 

■ B 

the begijiningof this book, which measured the difference between 
the sale prices of homes that belonged to real-estate agents themselves 
and the houses thev sold for their clients. The study found that an 

f H 

agent keeps her ow'n house on the market an average ten extra days, 
w'aitlng foj' a better offer, and sells it for over 3 percent more than i^ur 
house—or S10,000 on the sale of a $300,000 house. That's $ 10,000 
going into her pocket that does not go into wurs, a Jiifty profit pro¬ 
duced by the abuse of information and a keen understanding of in¬ 
centives. The problem is tliat the agent only stands to personally gain 
an additional $150 by selling your house for $10,000 more, which 
isn't much reward for a lot of extra work. So her job is to con vi nce you 
that a $300,000 offer is in fact a ven^ good offer, even a generous one, 
and that onh^ a fool would refuse it. 

This can be tricky. The agent does not want to come right out and 
call you a fool. So she merely implies it—perhaps by telling you about 
the much bigger, nicer, new'er house down tJre block that has sat un¬ 
sold for six months. Here is the agent's main weapon: the conversion 
of information into fear. Consider this true story, related b}^' John 
Donohue, a law professor who in 2001 was teaching at Stanford Uni- 
versin': “1 w'as just about to buy a house on the Stanford campus," he 
recalls, ""and the seller's agent kept telling me what a good deal I was 
getting because the market was about to zoom. As soon as I signed the 
purchase contract, he asked me if I would need an agent to sell my 
previous Stanford house. I told him tliat I would probably try to sell 
w'ithout an agent, and he replied, 'John, that might work under nor¬ 
mal conditions, but with the market tanking now, you really need the 
help of a broker.' " 

Within five minutes, a zooming market had tanked. Such are the 
marvels that can be conjured by an agent in search of the next deal. 

Consider now ajtother true ston' of a real-estate artent’s informa- 


72 





Th& Ku Klux Klan and Real-Estate Agents 


tion abase. The cale invoives K., a close friend of one of this book’s ati- 
thors. K wanted to buy a house that was listed at $469,000. He was 
prepared to offer $4^0,000 but he first called the seller’s agent and 
asked her to najne the lowest price that she thought the hojneowner 
might accept. The agent promptlj^ scolded K. ''You ought to be 
ashamed of yourself,” she said. ''That is dearly a violation of real- 

J J 

estate ethics.” 

K. apologized. The conversation turned to other, more mundane 
issues. After ten minutes, as the conversation was ending, the agent 
told K., "Let me sajr one last thing. xVIy client is willing to sell this 
house for a lot less than you might think.” 

Based on this conversation, K. then offered $425,000 for the 
house instead of the $4^>0,000 he had planned to offer. In the end, the 
seller accepted 3430,000. Tlranks to /.ns oum tigents interv'ention, 
the seller lost at least $20,000. The agent, meanwhile, only lost 
3300—a small price to pa}ao ensure that she would quickly and eas¬ 
ily lock up the sale, which netted her a commission of $6,450. 

So a big part of a real-estate agent’s job, it would seem, is to per¬ 
suade the homeowner to sell for less than he would like while at the 
same time letting potential buyers know' that a house can be bought 
for less than its listing price. To be sure, there are more subtle means of 
doing so than coming right out and tellijrg the buyer to bid low: Tire 
study of real-estate agents cited above also includes data that reveals 

^ Cl 

how agents convey information through the for-sale ads ther^w'rite. A 
phrase like "well maintained,” for instance, is as full of meaning to an 
agent as "Mr. Ayak” was to a Klansman; it means that a house is old 
but not quite falling down. A savvy buj'er whl know this (or find out 
for himself once he sees the house), but to the sixty-five-year-old re¬ 
tiree who is selling his house, "well nraintaijred” might sound like a 
compliment, which is just what the agent intends. 

An analysis of the language used in real-estate ads shows that 
certain words are pow'erfully conelated with the final sale price of 
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a house. This doesn’t necessar[ly mean tJiac labeling; a house ''well 
maintained” cttuses it to sell for less chan an equivalent house. Ic does, 
however, indicate that w'hen a real-estate agent labels a house "well 
maintained,'’ she is subtly encouraging a buyer co bid low. 

Listed below are ten cerins commonly used in real-escate ads. Five 
of them have a scrong; positive correlation to the ultimace sales price, 
and five have a scrong negacive correlation. Guess which are which. 


Ten Common Real-Estate Ad Terms 

Fantastic 

Granite 

Spacious 

Scace-of-the-Art 

■ 

Corian 
Charming 
Mapl e 

Great Neighborhood 
Gourmet 

A "fantastic” house is surely fantastic enough to warrant a high 
price, isn’t? VCTiat about a "charming” and “spacious” house in a “great 
neighborhood’”? No, no, no, and no. Here’s the breakdow'n: 


Five Terms Correlated to a Higher Sales Price 

Granite 

State-of-che-Art 
Cori an 
Maple 
Gourmet 
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Five Terms Correlated to a Lower Sales Price 


Fantastic 

Spacious 

1 

■ 

Charm ing 

Great Neighborhood 


Three of the five terjns correlated with a higher sales price are phys¬ 
ical descriptions of the house itself: granite, Corian, and maple. In¬ 
formation goes, such terms are specific and straightforward—and 
therefore pretty useful. Ift=ou like granite, t^u might like the house; 
but even if }^u don’t, ""granite” certainly doesn’t connote a fixer- 
upper. Nor does ’^gourmet" or “stateof-the-art,*' bothofw'hich seem 
to tell a buyer that a house is, on some level, truly fantastic. 

“Fantastic,” meanwhile, is a dangerously ambiguous adjective, as is 
“charming.” Both these words seem to be real-estate agent code for a 
house that doesn’t have mam^ specific attributes worth describing. 
“Spacious” homes, meanwhile, are often decrepit or impractical. 
“Great neighborhood” signals a buyer that, weH, this house isn’t very 
nice but others nearby may be. And an eKclamation point in a real- 
estate ad is bad news for sure, a bid to paper over real shortcomings 
with false enthusiasm. 


If you study the w'ords in the ad for a real-estate agent’s own home. 


meajiw'hile, }nDU see that she indeed emphasizes descriptive terms 
(es 



“new',” '"granite,” “maple,” and ""move-in condition”) and 


avoids empty adjectives (including “w'onderful,” “ijnmaculate,” and 
the telltale Then she patiently w'aits for the best buyer to come 
along. Slie might tell this bui^er about a house nearby that just sold for 
525,000 atom the asking price, or another house tlaat is currently the 
subject of a bidding w'ar. She is careful to exercise advantage of 
the information as}nnmetiy she enjop. 


7B 



FREAKONOMICS 


Bu[ like die funeral director and the car salesman and the life- 
insurance company; the real-estate ageiithas also seen her advantage 
eroded by the Internet. After all, anyone selling a home can now get 
online and gather her own information about sales trends and hous¬ 
ing inventory and mortg:age rates. The information has been set loose. 
And recent sales data show the results. Real-estate agents still get a 
higher price for their owui homes than comparable homes ow'ned by 
their clients, but since the proli feration of real-estate w'ebsites, the gap 
between the two prices has shrunk by a third. 


It would be narye to suppose that people abtise information only 
when they are acting as experts or agents of commerce. Agents and ex¬ 
perts are people too—which suggests that we are likely to abuse infor¬ 
mation in our personal lives as well, whether by withholding true 
information or editing the information w'e choose to put fojth. A real- 
estate agent may wink and nod when she lists a 'Svell-maintained” 
house, but w'e each have our equivalent hedges. 

Think about how you describe yourself during a job interview' ver¬ 
sus how' mi^ht describe ’^ourself on a first date. fFor even more 
fun, compare that first-date conversation to a conversation with the 
same person during your tenth )'ear of marriage.) Or think about how' 
}ou might present yourself if you w'ere going on national television 
for the first time. What sort of image would }ou want to project? Per¬ 
haps you want to seem cleir'er or kind or good-looking: presumably 
you dof-ffW 2 YLt to come off as cruel or bigoted. During the heyday of 
the Ku Kltix Klan, its members took pride in publicly disparaging 
anybody w'ho wasn’t a conservative w'hite Christian. But public big¬ 
otry has since been vastly curtailed. (Stetson Kennedy, now' eighty- 
eight ^lears old, attributes this evolution in some part to his long-ago 
“Frown Power” campaign.) Even subtle displays of bigotry, if they be- 
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come piibiic, are now coscly. Trent Lore, the ma|orit}^ leader of the 
U.S. Senate, learned this in 2002 after makin|; a toast at a one hun¬ 
dredth birthday party for Strom Thurmond, his fellow senator and 
fellow' southerner. Lott made a reference in his toast to Thurmond’s 
1948 campaign for president, which was built on a platform of segre¬ 
gation; Mississippi—Lott’s home state—was one of just four states 
that Thurmond carried. “WeVe proud of it,” Lot: told the party goers. 
"And if the rest of the counthad followed our lead, we wouldn’t 

f ^ 

have had all these problems over all these years either.” The implica¬ 
tion that Lott was a fan of segregation raised enough of a fury that he 
was forced to quit his Senate leadership post. 


Even if }'ou are a private citizen, }^u surely wouldn’t w'ant to seem big¬ 
oted while appearing in public. Might there be a way to test for dis¬ 
crimination in a public setting? 

Unlikely as it may seem, the televisioji game show' The ^^'’akest 
provides a unique laboratory to study discrimination. An import 
from the Linited Kingdom, The Weakest Lmh for a short time became 
w'ildl}^ popular in the LInited States. The game includes eight contest¬ 
ants (or, in a later daytime version, sis) w'ho each answer trivia ques¬ 
tions and compete for a single cash iackpot. But the player who 
answers the most questions correctly isn’t necessarily the plaj’er who 
advances, ^^fter each round, ev'ery contestant votes to eliminate one 
other contestant. A player’s trivia-answ'ering ability is presumably the 
only w'orthw'hile factor to consider; race, gender, and age wouldn’t 
seem to matter. But do they? By measuring a contestant’s actual votes 
against the votes that w'ould truh^ best serve his self-interest, it’s possi¬ 
ble to tell if discrimination is at play. 

The voting strateg}^ changes as the game progresses. In the first .sev¬ 
eral rounds, it makes sense to eliminate bad players since the jackpot 
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grows only when correct answers are given. In later rounds, the strate¬ 
gic incentives are flipped. The valtie of building the [ackpot is now' 
outweighed by each contestant's desire to w'in the [ackpot. It's easier to 
do that if you eliminate the other good players. So, roughly speaking, 
the typical contestant will vote to eliminate tlie worse players in the 
early rounds and the better piaj'ers in the later rounds. 

The key to measuring the WeakestLhik voting data is to tease out a 
contestant's playing ability from his race, gender, and age. If a young 
black man answ'ers a lot of questions correctly but is voted off early, 
discrimination w'ould seem to be a lactor. Meanwhile, if an elderly 
w'hite w'oman doesn't answ'er a single question correctly and is still not 
voted off, some sort of discrimijiatory favoritism would seem to be at 
phy. 

Again, keep in mind that all of this is happening on camera. A con¬ 
testant knows that his friends, family, and co-w'orkers are watching. 
So who, if anyone, is discriminated against on The Weakest Lwk'^. 

Not, as it turns out, blacks. An analysis of more than 160 episodes 
reveals that black contestants, in both the early and late rounds of 
the game, are eliminated at a rate commensurate with their trivia- 
answering abilities. The same is true for female contestants. In a way, 
neither of these findings is so surprising. Tw'o of the most potent so 
cial campaigns of the past half-century w'ere the civil rights movement 
and the feminist movement, w'hich demoniied discrimination against 
blacks and w'omen, respectively. 

So perhaps, you say hopefully, discrimination w'as practicalh^ erad¬ 
icated during the tw'entieth century, like polio. 

<Z>r more likelv, it has become so unfashionable to discriminate 
against certain groups that all but the most insensitive people take 
pains to at least appear fair-minded, at least in public. This hardly 
meajis that discrimination itself has ended—only that people are em¬ 
barrassed to show it. How might you determine whether tlie lack of 
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discriminate [on against blacks and women represents a true absence or 
just a charadei^ The answ'er caji be found by looking at other groLips 
that society doesn’t protect as well. Indeed, the WeakesirLm.k voting 
data do indicate two kinds of contestants who ure consistently dis¬ 
criminated against: the elderly and Hispanics. 

Among economists, there are two leading theories of discrimina¬ 
tion. Interestingly, elderh^ WM-kest Link contestants seem to suffer 
from one tjpe, while Hispanics stiffer the other. The first type is called 
taste-based discrimination, which means that one person discrimi¬ 
nates simply because he prefers to not interact w'ith a particular type 
of other person. In the second type, know'n as information-based dis¬ 
crimination, ojie person believes that another type of person has poor 
skills, and acts according!}". 

On The Weakest Link, Hispanics suffer information-based discrim¬ 
ination. Other contestants seem to view the Hispanics as poor play¬ 
ers, even when they are not. This perception translates into Hispanics’ 
being eliminated in the early rounds even if they are doing well and 
not being eliminated in the later rounds, when other contestants want 
to keep the Hispanics around to weaken the field. 

Elderly players, meanwhile, are victims of taste-based discrimina¬ 
tion: in the early rounds late rounds, they are eliminated far out 
of proportion to their skills. It seems as if the other contestants—this 
is a show on which the average age is thirty-four—simply don’t want 
the older players around. 

It’s quite possible that a typical contestant isir’t even 

cognizant of his discrimination towurd Hispanics and the elderly (or, 
in the case of blacks and women, his kck of discrimination). He is 
bound to be nervous, after all, and excited, pla}"ing a fast-moving 
game under the glare of television lights. Which naturally suggest an¬ 
other question: how might that same person express his preferences— 
and reveal information about himself—in the privacy of his home? 
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In a given year, some forcy million Americans swap intima[e 
trutJis abouc [hemselves wath complete strangers. It allhapp>ens on In¬ 
ternee dating sices. Some of them, like Match.com, eHarmony.com, 
and Yahoo Singles, appeal co a broad audience. Others cacer to 
more specific tasces: ChristianSingles.com, JDate.com, LacirLMatcher 
. com, BlackSingle sConnection. com, CountiyWesternSingle s .com, 
USMihtan’Singles.com, PlusSizeSingles.com, and Gay.com. Dacing 
websites are the most successful subscription-based business on die 
Internet. 

Each site operates a bit differendy buc the gist is this: You compose 
a personal ad about yourself chac nysically includes a phoco, vical sca- 
tiscics, your income range, level of education, likes and dislikes, and 
soon. If che ad catches someone’s fancy, that someone will e-mail you 
and perhaps arrange a date. On many sices, i^u also specify your dac¬ 
ing aims: 'dong-term relationship,” "a casual lover,” or “iusc looking.” 

So there are two massive layers of data to be mined here: che infor- 
macion chac people include in cheir ads and che level of response 
gleaned by any pardcular ad. Each, layer of che data can be asked its 
own question. In the case of tlie ads, how' forthright (and honest) are 
people when it cojiies co sJiaring their personal informa cion? And in 
the case of the responses, what kind of information in personal ads is 
considered the mosc (and least) desirable? 

Two econojnists ajid a psjTchologist recenth^ banded together to 
address these questions. All Hortacsu, GQnter J. Hicsch, and Dan 
Ariel}=' analyzed the data from one of the mainstream dacing sices, fo¬ 
cusing on roushlv 30,000 users, half in Boston and half in San Die&o. 

O ^ ^ ? ti 

Fifey-seven percent of tJre users were men, and the median age range 
for all users was ewenn^-six to chirty-five. i^lchougJi they represented 
an adequate racial mix to reach some conclusions about race, they 
w'ere predominantly white. 
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They were also a lot richer, taller, skinnier, and better-looking 
than average. That, at least, is what they wrote about themselves. 
More than 4 percent of the online daters claimed to earn jnore than 
S200,000 a year, whereas fewer than 1 percent of typical Internet 
users actually earn chat much, suggesting that three of the four big 
earners ’were exaggerating. Male and female users typically reported 
that they are about an inch taller than the national average. As for 
Tft'eighc, the men were in line with the national average, but the 
’l^■'omen typically said the}^weighed about twenty pK>unds less than the 
national average. 

Most ijnpressiveh", fully 70 percent of the women claimed “above 
average"' looks, including 24 percent claiming "ven^good looks.” The 
online men too w'ere gorgeous: 67 percent called themselves “above 
average,” including 21 percent with 'Very good looks."" This leaves 
only about 30 percent of the users with “average"" looks, including a 
paltry 1 percent with “less chan average"’ looks—which suggests that 
the typical online dater is either a fabulist, a narcissist, or simply re¬ 
sistant CO the meaning of “average."" (Or perhaps they are all just real¬ 
ists: as any real-estate agent knows, the typical house isnt “charming” 
or “fajitastic,"" but unless }x>u say it is, no one will even bother to cake 
a look.) Twenty-eight percent of the w'omen on the site said che}^ w'ere 
blond, a number far beyond the national average, which indicates a 
lot of dj’eing, or lying, or both. 

Some users, meanw'hile, were bracingly honest. Eight percent of 
the men—about 1 in every 12—conceded that they were married, 
with half of these S percent reporting chat they w'ere “happih^ mar¬ 
ried.” But the fact that chev w'ere honest doesn’t mean they w'ere rash. 
Of the 23 S “happily married” men in the sample, only 9 chose to jx>st 
a picture of themselves. The rew'ard of gaining a jnistress was evi¬ 
dently outweighed by the risk of having your wife discover }^ur per¬ 
sonal ad. (“And w'hat w'ere you doing on that website?"" the husband 
might bluster, undoubtedly to little avail.) 
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Of [he manV’ways to fail on a daring websice, not posting a photo 
of yourself is perhaps the most certain. (No[ that the photo necessar¬ 
ily is a pJioto of j’Durself; ic may well be some better-looking stranger, 
but sack deception would obviously backfire in time.) A man who 
does not include his photo gets only one-fourth the volume of e-mail 
response of a man who does; a woman’who doesn’t include her photo 
gets onl}^one-sixth the response. A low-income, poorly educated, un¬ 
happily employed, not-verj^-attractive, siightly overweight, and bald¬ 
ing man w’ho posts his photo stands a better chance of gleaning some 
e-mails than a man who says he makes $200,000 and is deadly hand- 
sojiie but doesn’t post a photo. There are plenty of reasons someone 
might not post a photo—he’s technically challenged or is ashamed of 
being spotted b}' friends or is [ust plain unattractive—but as in the 
case of a brand-new' car with a for-sale sign, prospective customers 
w'ill assume he’s got something seriously w'rong under the hood. 

Getting a date is hard enough as it is. Fifty-se\'en percent of the 
men who post ads don’t receive even one e-mail; 23 percent of the 
w'omen don’t get a single response. The traits that do draw a big re- 
sjxjnse, meanwhile, w'ill not be a big surprise to anyone w'ith eveji a 
passing know'ledgeof the sexes. In fact, the preferences expressed by 
online daters fit snugly w'itli the most common stereotypes about men 
and women. 

For instance, naen who say they want a long-term relationship do 
much better thaji men looking for an occasional lover. But women 
looking for an occasional lover do great. For men, a w'oman’s looks are 
of paramount importance. For womeji, a man’s income is terribly 
important. The richer a man is, the more e-mails he receives. But a 
W'oman’s income appeal is a bell-shaped curve: men do not want to 
date /^?w'-earning w'omejt, but once a wojnan starts earning too much, 
the}^ seem to be scared off. Men w'ant to date students, artists, musi¬ 
cians, veterinarians, and celebrities (w'hile avoiding secretaries, re- 
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tiiees, and women in rJie and law enforoenieiiE). Women do 

w'ajic CO dace military men, policemen, and firemen (possiblj^ the re¬ 
sult of a 9/11 Effect, lilce the higher payments to Paul Feldman’s bagel 
business), along with lawyers and hnancial executives. Women avoid 
laborers, actors, students, and men who w'ork in food services or hos¬ 
pitality. For men, being short is a big disadvairtage (which is probably 
why so mam' lie about it), but weight doesn’t much matter. For 
women, being overweight is deadly (which is probably why they lie). 
For a man, having red hair or curb'hair is a downer, as is baldness— 
but a shaved head is oka)'. For a woman, salt-and-pepper hair is bad, 
while blond hair is very good. In the world of online dating, a headful 
of blond hair on a woman is worth about the same as having a college 
degree—and, with a £100 dye job versus a $ 100,000 tuition bill, an 
aw'ful lot cheaper. 

In addition to all the information about income, education, and 
looks, men and women on the dating site listed their race. They w'ere 
also asked to indicate a preference regarding the race of their potential 
dates. The two preferences were ''he same as mine” or "it doesn’t mat¬ 
ter.” Like the Wetfhest Lmk contestants, the wobsice users wore now' 
publicly declaring how' they felt about people wdio didn’t look like 
them. They w'oiild act on the!preferences later, in confidential 
e-mails to the people they wanted to date. 

Roughly half of the w'hice women on the sice and 80 percent of the 
w'hice men declared that race didn’t matter to them. But the response 
data cell a different story. The white men who said that race didn’t 
matter sent 90 percent of their e-mail queries to white women. Tire 
white women who said race didn’t matter sent about 97 percent of 
their e-mail queries to white men. 

Is it possible chat race really didn’t matter for these w'hice w'omen 
and meii and chat they simply never happened to browse a nonw'hice 
date that interested them? Or, more likely, did they sa}'thac race didn’t 
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marcer because the}^ Wiinced to come across—especially co poteucial 
maces of cheir own race—as open-minded? 


The gulf between the Information we publicly proclaim and the in¬ 
formation we k]iow CO be true is often vast. (Or, puc a more familiar 
way: we say one thing and do another.) This can be seen in personal 
relacionships, in commercial cransactions, and of course in politics. 

By now w'e are fulfoaccuscomed to die false public pioclamacions 
of politicians chemselves. But voters lie too. Consider an election be- 
nveen a black candidate and a white candidate. Might w'hice voters lie 
to pollscers, claijning they will voce for die black candidace in ojder to 
appear more color-blind chan they actually are? Apparencfo so. In 
New'York City’s 1989 maioral race between David Dinkins r'a black 

i i ^ 

candidate) and Rudolph Giuliani (who is w'hite), Dinkins won by 
only a few' points. Although Dinkins became the city’s hrsc black 
mayor, his slender margin of victory came as a surprise, for pre¬ 
election polls show'ed Dinkins w'inning by nearly 13 points. When 
the w'hice supremacist David Duke ran for the U.S. Senate in 1990, 
he garnered nearly 20 percent more of the vote than pre-election polls 
had projected, an indication that thousands of Louisiana voters did 
not w'anc to admit cheir preference for a candidate with racist view's. 

Duke, chough he never won the high political ofhce he often 
souglit, proved himself a master of information abuse. As Grand Wiz¬ 
ard of the Knights of the Ku Klux Klan, he was able co compile a mail¬ 
ing list of tlioLi sands of rank-and-file Klansmen and ocher supporters 
w'ho w'ould eventually become his political base. Not content co use 
the list onl)!' for himself, he sold it for $150,000 to the governor of 
Louisiana. Years later, Duke w'ould once again use the list himself, let¬ 
ting his supporters know chat he’d fallen on hard times and needed 
their donations. In this way Duke was able to raise hundreds of thou- 
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s^inds of dollars for his conriniiino; work In the field of white sli- 
premact': He had explained [o his supporters In a letter [hat he was so 
broke cha[ the bank was Erjdng lo repossess his house. 

In [ruth, Duke had already sold his house for a solid profit. (It isn't 
Icnow'n whether he used a real-estate agent.) j'^nd most of the money 
he raised from his supporters was being used not to promote any 
white supremacist cause but rather to sacish" Duke’s gambling habit. 
It was a sw'eet little scam he was running—until he w'as arrested and 
sent to federal prison in Big Sp^ring, Texas. 


85 




Levitt tiis everywhere arjd nowhere. He is 3 noetic hutterffy thst no one hss 
pinn etf down (he was once ottered 3 job on th e Ciinton econorr^c te3rr\, 3r)d the 
2000 Bush C3rr\p3ipn 3sked him 3bout being 3 cr/me Advisor) but v^o /s 
c;aj]7ietf by 3U. He h3s come to be 3cknowtedQed as a master ot the simple, 
clever solution. He is the guy who, in the si3pstick scenario, sees all the engi¬ 
neers tutzing with 3 broken m3chine-3ndthen reslizes that no onehss thought 
to plug it in. 


-JnENa-v VoflK Jft^£:5 Magakne, August 3 , 2003 




Why Do Drug Dealers Still 
Live with Their Moms? 


The previous chapters were bulk around a pair of admittedly 
freakish questions: Whiff do schoolteachers af?d sumo wmders Impc in 
common? and How is the Ku Kiux Khn h'ke a group ofreal-esmte itgents? 
But if you ask enough ques cions ^ strange as they seem ac the time, you 
may eventually learn -someching w'orchwhile. 

The first trick of asking questions is to determine if your question 
is a good one. Just because a question has never been asked does not 
make it good. Smart people have been asking questions for quite a few' 
centuries now', so many of the questions chat haven't been asked are 
bound to yield uninteresting answ'ers. 

But if )T>u can question .something that people really care about 
and find an answer tliat may surprise them—that is, if you can over¬ 
turn the conventional wisdom—then you may have some luck. 

It was John Kenneth Galbraith, the hypeiiiterate economic sage, 
w'ho coined the phrase ''conventional w'isdom.” He did not consider 
it a compliment. “We associate truth wuth convenience,” he wrote, 
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"Svith whac most closely accords with self-inteiesc and personal 
w'e 11-being or promises best to avoid awkward effort or tinwelcome 
dislocation of life. We also find highh^ acceptable wiiac contributes 
most to self-esteem.” Economic ajid social behavior, Galbraitii con¬ 
tinued, “are complex, and to comprehend their character is mentally 
tiring. Therefore we adhere, as though to a raft, to those ideas which 
represent our understanding.’" 

So the conventional wisdom in Galbraith's view must be simple, 
convenient, comfortable, and comforting—though not necessarily 
true. It would be silh^ to argue that the conventional wisdom is newr 
true. But noticing where the conventional wisdom ma}^ be false— 
noticing, perJiaps, the contrails of sloppt^or self-interested thinking— 
is a nice place to start asking questions. 

Consider the recent history of homelessness in the United States. 

J 

In the earh" 1980s, an advocate for the homeless named Mitch Snyder 
took to saying that there were about 3 million homeless Americans. 
The public duly sat up and took notice. More than 1 of e^'ery 100 
people were homeless? That sure seemed high, but. . . well, the ex¬ 
pert said it. A heretofore quiescent problem was suddenly catapulted 
into the national consciousness. Snvdej' e^'en testified before Congress 
about the magnitude of the problem. He also reportedly told a college 
audience that 43 homeless people die each second—which would 
mean a wiiopping 1.4 billion dead homeless ev'ery year. (The U.S. 
population at the time was about 223 million.) ,'\ssuming that Snyder 
misspoke or was misquoted and meant to say tJiat one homeless per¬ 
son died ei'ery forty-jive secQ^fds, that's still 701,000 dead homeless 
people every year—roughly one-third of all deaths in the United 
States. Hmm. Ultimately, when Smher w^as pressed on his figure of 3 
million homeless, he admitted that it was a fabrication. Journalists 
had been hounding him for a specific, nuinber, he said, and he hadn't 
wanted them to walk away empty-handed. 
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It may be sad but not sujrpr[sing to learn that experts like Snyder 
can be self-interested to the point of deceit. But they cannot deceive 
on tlaeir own. Journalists need experts as badly as experts need jour¬ 
nalists. Every day there are newspaper pages and television newscasts 
to be filled, and an expert who can deliver a jarring piece of wisdom is 
always welcome. Working together, journalists and experts are the 
architects of much conventional wisdom. 

Advertising too is a brilliant tool for creating conventional w'is- 
dom. Listerine, for instance, was invented in the nineteenth century 
as a pow'erful surgical antiseptic. It was later sold, in distilled form, as 
a floor cleaner and a cure for gonorrhea. But it w'asn’c a runaway suc¬ 
cess until the 15)20s, wdren it was pitched as a solution for “chronic 
iialitosis"'—a then obscure medical term for bad breath. LIsterine’s 
new ads featured forlorn young w'omen and men, eager for marriage 
but turned off by their mate’s rotten breath. “Can I be happy w'ith 
him in spite of one maiden asked herself. Until that time, bad 
breath was not conventionally considered such a catastrophe. But Lis¬ 
terine changed that. As the advertising scholar James B. Twitch ell 
WTites, “Listerine did not make mouthwash as much as it made hali¬ 
tosis.’' In just seven years, the compsatry's revenues rose from $ 115,000 
to more than $8 million. 

However created, the conventiojial wisdom can be hard to budge. 
Paul Krugman, the Neii^ }^rk Times columnist and devout critic of 
George W. Bush, bemoaned this fact as the President’s reelec.tion 
campaign got under w'ay in early 2004: “The approved story line 
about Mr. Bush is that he’s a bluff, honest, plain spoken guy, and an¬ 
ecdotes that fit that story get repiorted. But if the conventional wi.s- 
dom w'ere instead that he’s a phony, a silver-spoon baby who pretends 
to be a cow'boy, Jouiiialists w'ould have plenty of material to work 
with.” 

In the months leading up to U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003, dueling 
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expens flo^iced djametrically opposite forec^ists a bone Iraq’^ weapons 
of mass destmccion. But more often, as with Mitch Snvdei's homeless 
"staeiscics,” one side wins che war of conventional wisdom. Women’s 
rights advocates, for Ijistance, have liyped tiie incidence of sexual as¬ 
sault, claiming that one in three American women will In their lite^ 
tijne be a victim of rape or attempted rape. (The actual figure is more 
like one iji eight—but the advocates know' it would take a callous 
person to publicly dispute their claims.) Advocates working for the 
cures of\arioas tragic diseases regularly do the same. Why not? A lit¬ 
tle creative lying can draw'attention, indignation, and—perhaps most 
important—the jnoney and political capital to address the actual 
problem. 

Of course an expert, whether a w'omen’s health advocate or a polit¬ 
ical advisor or an advertisinc; executive, tends to have different incen- 
tives than the rest of us. And an expen’s incentives may shift 180 
degrees, depending on the situation. 

Consider the police. A recent audit discovered that the police in 
Atlanta were radical!}^ underreporting crime since the early 1990s. 
The practice apparently beg^in when Atlanta w'as working to land the 
1996 Olvmpics. The city needed to shed its violent image, and fast. 
So each year thousands of crime reports w'ere either downgraded from 
violent to nonviolent or simply thrown away. (Despite these continu¬ 
ing efforts—there were more than 22,000 missing police reports in 
2002 alone—Atlanta regular!}^ ranks among the most violent Ameri¬ 
can cities.) 

Police in other cities, meanw'hile, w'ere spinning a different story 
during the 1990s. The sudden, violent appearance of crack cocaine 
had police departments across the countrj^ scrapping for resources. 
Tliey made it known that it wasn’t a fair fight: the drug dealers w'ere 
armed w'ith state-of-the-art w'eapons and a bottomless .supply of 
cash. Tills emphasis on illicit cash proved to be a w'inning effort, for 
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nochiiig infuriated the law-abiding populace more than the nnage of 
the millionaire crack dealer. The media eagerl}r glommed on to this 
stor)> portraying crack dealing as one of the most profitable [obs in 
America. 

But if were to have spent a little time around the housing proj¬ 
ects w'here crack was so often sold, you might have noticed something 
strange: not only did most of the crack dealers still live in theproiects, 
but most of them still lived at home with their moms. And then you 
may have scratched 3 ’our head and said, “Why is that?” 

The answ'er lies in finding the right data, and the secret to finding 
the right data usually means finding the right person—more easily 
said than dojie. Drug dealers are rarely trained in economics, and 
economists rarely hang out with crack dealers. -So the answ'er to this 
question begins with finding someone who did live anrong the drug 
dealers and managed to walk aw'a}"W'ith the secrets of their trade. 

Sudhir Venkatesh—his boidiood friends called him Sid, but he has 
since reverted to Sudhir—was born in India, raised in the suburbs of 
upstate New York and southerji California, and graduated from the 
University of California at San Diego with a degree iji mathematics. 
In 1989 he began to pursue his PhD in sociology at the Universitj^of 
Chicago. He was interested in understanding how' young people form 
their identities; to that end, he had fust spent three months following 
the Grateful Dead aroujid the countrv. What he was not interested in 

t 

was the grueling fieldwork that typifies sociology. 

But his graduate advisor, the eminent poverty scholar William 
Julius Wilson, promptly sent Venkatesh into the field. His assign¬ 
ment: to visit Chicago’s poorest black neighborhoods with a clipboard 
and a seventt^nquestion, multiple-choice survey. This was the first 
question on the survey: 
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How do you feel about being black and pcior? 

a. Ven" bad 

b. Bad 

c. Neither bad nor good 

d. Somewiiac good 

e. Yen" «;ood 


One day V^enkatesh walked cw'entv blocks from the unlverskv to 

^ ^ j* 

a housing projecc on the shore of Lake ^Michigan to administer his 
survey. The project comprised three sixteen-story buildings made of 
j^ellow-gray brick. Venkatesh soon discovered that the names and ad¬ 
dresses he had been siven w'ere badly outdated. These buildings were 
condemned, practically abandoned. Some families lived on the lower 
floors, pirating watej' and electricity, but the elevators didift work. 
Neither did the lights in the staiiw'ell. It was late afternoon in early 
winter, nearh^dark outside. 

Venkatesh, who is a thoughtful, handsome, and well built but not 
aberrationally brave person, had made his way up to the sixth floor, 
trying to find someone whling to take his survey. Suddenly, on the 
stairwell landing, he startled a group of teenagers shooting dice. They 
turned out to be a gang of junior-level crack dealers who operated out 
of the building, and the}^w'ere not happy to see him. 

‘Tm a student at the Universit}^ of Chicago,"' Venkatesh sputtered, 
sticking to his suive}^ script, ''and I am administering—” 

“Fuck you, nigger, what are you doing in our stairwell?"’ 

There was an ongoing gang war in Chicago. Things had been vio¬ 
lent lately, with shootings nearly every day. This gang, a branch of 
the Black Gangster Disciple Nation, was plainh^on edge. The}" didn’t 
know' what to make of Venkatesh. He didn’t seew to be a mem ber of a 
rival gang. But ma}"be he w'as some kind of spy? He certainly wasn’t a 
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cop. HeT^xisn’c black, wasjVrwhice. He wasifc exactly threatening—he 
was armed only with his clipboard—buc he didn’t seem quite harm¬ 
less either. Thanks to his three months trailing che Grateful Dead, he 
still looked, as he w'ould later put it, “like a genuine freak, with hair 
dow'n to my ass.” 

The gang members started arguing over what slrould be done wdth 
Venkatesh. Let him go? But if he did cell che rival gang abouc this 
stairwell hangout, they’d be susceptible to a surprise attack. One 
jittery kid kept wagging something back and forth in his hands—in 
the dimming light, Venkatesh eventually realized it was a gun—and 
muttering, “Lee me have him, let jne have liim.” Venkatesh w'as very, 
very scared. 

The crow'd grew, bigger and louder. Then an older gang member 
appeared. He snatched the clipboard from Venkatesh’s hands and, 
when he saw' chat it was a w'ric ten questionnaire, looked puziled. 

“1 can’t read am^of this slilt,” he said. 

“That’s because you cajft said o]ie of che teenagers, and 

everyone laughed at the older gangster. 

He told Venkatesh to go ahead and ask him a question from che 
survey. Venkatesh led w'ich che liow-does-it-feebco-be-black-and- 
poor question. It was met w'ich a round of guffaws, sojne angrier than 
others. As Venkatesh w'ould later tell his university colleagues, he real¬ 
ized that tJre multiple-choice answers A through E w'eie insufhciejrt. 
In realiq=', he now' knew, tJre answ'ers should have looked like tliis: 

a. Ven*' bad 

b. Bad 

c. Neither bad nor good 

d. Somew'hac good 

e. Ven^ good 

f. Buck you 

A 
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Just as things were looking their bleakest for Venkatesh, another 
man appeared. This was J. T., the gajig’s leader. J. T. wanted to know' 
w'hat w'as going on. Then he told V'enkatesh to read hijn the survey 
question. He listened but tlaen said he couldn’t answer the question 
because he wasn’t black. 

“Well then,” Venkatesh said, “how'does It feel to Afriam Amer¬ 
ican and poor?” 

“I ain’t no Miican American either, you idiot. I’m a J. T. 

tlaen administered a liveh^ though not unfriendh^ taxonomlcal lesson 



through, there was an awkw'ard silence. Still nobody seemed to know' 
W'hat to do w'ith Venkatesh. J. T, who w'as in his late twenties, had 
cooled dow'n his subordinates, but he didn’t seejn to want to interfere 
directly w'ith their catch. Darkness fell and J. T. left. “People don’t 
come out of here alive,” the jitter}" teenager w'lth the gun told 
Venkatesh. “You know' that, don’t you?” 

As night deepened, his captors eased up. They gave Venkatesh one 
of their beers, and then another and another. When he had to pee, he 
w'ent w'here the}" went—on the staiiw'ell landing one Boor up. J. T. 
stopped b}"a few' times during the night but didn’t have much to .say. 
Daybreak came and then noon. Venkatesh w'oiild occasionally try to 

d m J 

discuss his survey, but the young crack dealers just laughed and told 
him how stupid his questions were. Finally, near!}" tw'enty-fbur hours 
after Venkatesh stumbled upon them, they set him free. 

He W'ent home and took a shower. He was reliev'ed but he was also 
curious. It struck Venkatesh that most people, including himself, had 
never given much thought to the daih" life of ghetto criminals. He 
W'as now' eager to learn how' the Black Disciples worked, from top to 
bo ttoin. 

After a few' hours, he decided to w'alk back to the housing project. 
By now' he had tlaought of some better questions to ask. 
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Having seen firsthand that the convenclonal method of data 

Cl 

gathering was In tliis case absurd, Venkatesh Yowed to scrap his ques¬ 
tionnaire and embed himselfwtch the gang. He cracked down]. T. 
and sketched out his proposal. J. T. thought Venkatesh was crazy, 
literally—a universicy student w'anting to cozy up to a crack gang? 
But he also admired what Venkatesh was after. As it happened, J. T. 
wus a college graduate himself, a business mafor. After college, he had 
taken a job In the Loop, working In the marketing department of a 
company that sold office equipment. But he felt so out of place 
there—like a white man working at Afro Sheen headquarters, he liked 
to say—tliat he quit. Still, he never forgot what he learned. He knew' 
the Importance of collecting data and finding new' inarkets; he was al¬ 
ways on the lookout for better management strategies. It was no coin¬ 
cidence, in ocher words, chat J. T. was the leader of this crack gang. He 
was bred to be a boss. 

After some w'rangling, J. T. promised Venkatesh unfettered access 
to the gang’s operations as long as J. T. retained veto pow'er over any 
information that, If p u bllshed, mi ght prove harmftil. 

Wlien the yeilow'-gray buildings on the lakefront were demol- 

H Si ^ ^ 

ished, shortly after Venkatesh’s first visit, the gang relocated to an¬ 
other housing project even deeper In Chicago’s south side. For the 
ne^ct six years, Venkatesh practically lived there. Linder J. T.’s protec¬ 
tion he watched the gang members up close, at work and at home. He 
asked endless questions. Sometimes the gangsters were annoyed by 
his curio.sIty> more often they took advantage of his willingness to lis¬ 
ten. “It’s a war out here, man,” one dealer told him. “I mean, every 
day people struggling to survive, so you know, we just do what w'e 
can. We ain’t got no choice, and if that means getting killed, w'ell shit, 
it’s w'hat niggers do around here to feed their family.” 

V'enkatesh w'ould move from one family to the next, w'ashing their 
dinner dishes and sleeping on the floor. He bought to^'s for their 
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children; he once ’ft'acched a woman use her bab}’'s bib to sop up the 
blood of a teenaged drug dealer who was shot to death In front of 
Venlcatesh. William Julius Wilson, back at the U. of C., w'as having 
regular nightmares on Venkatesh’s behalf. 

Over the years tlie gang endured bloody turf wars and, eventually, 
a federal indictment. A member named Bootv, who w'as one rank be- 
neath J. T, came to Venkatesh with a story. Booty was being blamed 
by tlae rest of the gang for bringing about the Indictment, he told 
V'enkatesh, and therefore suspected that he w'ould soon be killed. (He 
was right.) But hrst Booty wanted to do a little atoning. For all the 
gang’s talk about how' crack dealing didn’t do any harjn—the}" even 
liked to brag that it kept black mone}" In the black communltj"— 


Booty was feeling guilty. He w'anted to leave behind something that 
might somehow bejreht the next generation. He handed Venkatesh a 
stack of w'elUworn spiral notebooks—blue and black, the gang’s col¬ 
ors. They represented a complete record of four years’ worth of the 
gang’s fnancial transactions. At J. T.’s direction, the ledgers had been 
rigorously compiled: sales, wages, dues, even the death benefits paid 


out to the fajnilies of murdered members. 

At first Venkatesh didjft even want the notebooks. What If the 
Feds found out he had them—perhaps he’d be indicted too? Besides, 
wiiat was he supposed to do w'ith the data? Despite his math back¬ 
ground, he had long ago stopped thinking in numbers. 


Upon completing his graduate work at the University of Chicago, 
Venkatesh was aw'arded a three-year stay at Harvard’s Society of Fel¬ 
low's. Its environment of sharp thinking and bonhomie—tlie w'alnut 
paneling, the sherry cart once ow'ned by Oliver Wendell Holmes— 
delighted Venkatesh. He went so far as to become the society’s wine 
stew'ard. And yet he regular!}" left Cambridge, returning again and 
again to the crack gang In Chicago. This street-level research made 
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VeQkatesh somech[ng of an anomah’: Mosc of che otlaer young Fellows 
were d)^ed-in-the-lw'eed lutelleccLials who liked [o pun in Greek. 

One of the soclett^s ainas was to brins cosether scholars from vari- 

I* JO 

OLis fields who misht not otlaerwise have occasion co meet. Venkatesh 

o 

soon encoLincered another anomalous }oung Fellow, one who also 
failed the society stereotype. This one happened to be an economist 
who, instead of thinking grand macro thoughts, favored his owm list 
of offbeat jnicro curiosities. At the vert^' top of his list w'as crime. And 
so, within ten minutes of their meeting, Sudliir Venkatesh told Steven 
Levitt about the spiral notebooks from Chicago and they decided to 
collaborate on a paper. It would be the first time that such priceless fi¬ 
nancial data had fallen into an economist’s hands, affording an analy¬ 
sis of a heretofore uncharted criminal enterprise. 


So how dfd the gang work? An awful lot like most American busi¬ 
nesses, actually, though perhaps none more so than McDonald’s. In 
fact, if vou were to hold a McDonald’s oreaniiational chart and a 
Black Disciples org chart side by side, 30U could hardly tell the differ¬ 
ence. 

The gang that Venkatesh had fallen in w'ith was one of about a 
hundred branches—franchises, realh^—of a larger Black Disciples or¬ 
ganization. J.T., the college-educated leader of his franchise, reported 
to a central leadership of about tw'entj^ men that was called, w'ithout 
irom^, the board of directors. (At the same time that white suburban¬ 
ites were studiously mimicking black rappers’ ghetto culture, black 
ghetto criminals were studiously mimicking the suburbanites’ dads’ 
corp-think.) J. T. paid the board of directors nearly 20 percent of his 
revenues for the right to sell crack in a designated twelve-square-block 
area. The rest of the money was his to distribute as he .saw fit. 

Three officers reported directly to J. T: an enforcer (who ensured 
the gang members’ safety), a treasurer (who watched over the gang’s 
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liquid asseis) j and a runner (who cransported large quantities of drugs 
and money to and from die supplier). Beneath the officers were die 
street-level salesmen know'n as foot soldiers. The goal of a foo: soldier 
w'as to someday become an officer. J. T. might have had an^Tvhere 
from twency-hve to seveiiq-five foot soldiers on his payroll at any 
given time, depending on die time ofiear (autumn was the best crack- 
selling season; sunimej' and Christmastime were slow') and the size of 
the gang's territor}=' (which doubled at one point when the Black Dis¬ 
ciples engineered a hostile takeover of a rival gang’s turf). At the very 
bottom of J. T.’s organization were as many as two hundred members 
know'n as the rank and hie. They were not employees at all. They did, 
howev'er, pay dues to the gang—sojne for protection from rival gangs, 
others for the chance to eventually earn a job as a foot soldier. 

The four years recorded in the gang’s notebooks coincided wdth 
the peak years of the crack boojn, and business was excellent. J. T’s 
franchise quadrupled its revenues during this period. In the first year, 
it took in an average of 518,500 each month; by the hnal year, it was 
collecting 368,400 a month. Here’s a look at the monthly revenues in 
the thi rd year: 


Drug sales $24,800 

Dues 5,100 

Extortionary taxes 2,100 

Total monthly revenues $32,000 


“Drug sales” represents onh^ the monei^ from dealing crack co¬ 
caine. The gang did allow some rank-and-hle members to sell heroin 
on its turf but accepted a fbced licensing fee in lieu of a share of prof¬ 
its. (This was off-the-books money and w'ent straight into J. T.’s 
pocket; he probably skimmed from other .sources as w'ell.) The $5,100 
in dues came from rank-and-hle members onh^, since full gang mem- 
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bers didn’c pay dues. The excortionary raxes were pa[d bj^ ocher busi¬ 
nesses chat operated on che gang’s turf, Indlading groceiy stores, g}psy 
cabs, pimps, and people selling stolen goods or repairing cars on che 
street. 

Now, here’s whac ic cost J. T., excluding wages, co bring in that 
332,000 per month: 


Wholesale cost of drugs 

$ 5. ODD 

Board of directors fee 

5.00D 

Mercenary fighters 

1.30D 

Weapons 

300 

Miscellaneous 

2,400 

Total monthly non wage costs 

S14.000 


Mercenar)" hghcers were nonmembers hired on shore-cerm con¬ 
tracts to help che gang fight turf w'aj's. The cost of w'eapons is small 
here because the Black Disciples Jiad a side deal w'ich local gunrun¬ 
ners, helping them navigate the neighborhood in exchange for free or 
steepl}^ discounted guns. The miscellaneous expenses include legal 
fees, parties, bribes, and gang-sponsored “community events.” (Tire 
Black Disciples w'orked hard to be seen as a pillar radier tJian a 
scourge of the housing-project community.) The miscellaneous ex¬ 
penses also include the costs associated with a gang members murder. 
The gang not onfe paid for tlie funeral but often gave a stipend of up 
to three }'ears’ wages to che victim’s family. Venkacesh had once asked 
why che gang w'as so generous in this regard. “That’s a fucking stupid 
question,” he was cold, “ ’cause as long as you been with us, you still 
don’t understand chat tlieir families is our families. We can’t fUst leave 
’em out. We been knowing these folks our w'hole lives, man, so w'e 
grieve when they grieve. You got co respect the family.” There was an¬ 
other reason for the death benefits: the gang feared community back- 
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kisli (its enterprise was plainlv a destruccive one] and figured it could 
buy some epodwili for a few liiindred dollars here and there. 

The rest of the moneys die gang took in went to its members, start¬ 
ing wath J. T. Here is tlie single line item in the gang's budget that 
made J. T. the happiest: 

Net monthly profit accruing to leader $8.SCO 

At $S,300 per month, J. T.'s annual salary was about $ 100,000— 
tax-free, of course, and not including the various off-the-books 
money he pocketed. This was a lot more than he earned at his short¬ 
lived office job in the Loop. And J. T. w^as just one of roughly 100 
leaders at this level’within the Black Disciples network. So there ’were 
indeed sojne drug dealers ’who could afford to live large, or—in the 
case of the gang's board of directors—large. Each of those 
top 20 bosses stood to earn about $ 500,000 a year. (A third of them, 
however, were typically imprisoned at any time, a significant do’i^ai- 
side of an up position in an illicit industry.) 

So the top 120 men on the Black Disciples’ pyramid ’vv'ere paid 
very ’well. But the pyramid they sat atop w'as gigantic. Using J. T.’s 
franchise as a ’i^ardstick—3 officers and roughly 30 foot soldiers— 
tliere’vvere some 5,300 other men w'orkijig for those 120 bosses. Then 
there were another 20,000 unpaid rank-and-file members, many 
of whom ’wanted nothing more than an opportunity to become a 
foot .soldier. They were even willing to pay gang dues to have their 
chance. 

And ho’W'well did that dream job pay? Here are the monthh^ totals 
for the ’v^'ages that J. T. paid his gang members: 

combined wages paid to all three officers $2,1Q0 

Combined wages paid to all foot soldiers 7,400 

Total monthly gang wages (excluding leader) $9,500 
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So J. T. paLidhis employees 59,500, a c&mbmed monthly salary chat 
was oiih^ $ 1,000 more than his ow'ti official .salarj^. J. T.’s hourly wage 
w'as $66. His three officers, meanwhile, each cook home 5700 a 
month, which w'orks out to about $7 an hour. And the foot soldiers 
earned just $3.30 an hour, less than the minimum w'age. So the an¬ 
swer CO the original question—if drug dealers make so much money, 
why are the}" still living with their mothers?—is chat, except for the 
top cats, they make much money. Thei^had no choice but to live 
whh their mothers. For every big earner, there w^ere hundreds more 
just scraping along. The cop 120 men in the Black Disciples gang rep¬ 
resented Just 2.2 percent of the full-fledged gang membership but 
took home well more chan half the money. 

In otJrer w'ords, a crack gang works prett}" much like the standard 
capitalist enterprise: you have to be near the top of the pyramid to 
make a big w'age. Notwithstanding the leadership’s rhetoric about the 
famih" nature of tire business, the gajrg’s wages are about as skew'ed as 
w^ages in corporate America. A foot soldier had plenty in comnron 
whh a McDonald’s burger flipper or a Wal-Mart shelf Stocker. In tact, 
most of J. T.’s foot soldiers also held minimum-wage jobs in the legit¬ 
imate sector to supplement their skimpy illicit earnings. The leader of 
another crack gang once coldVerrkacesh that he could easily afford to 
pay his foot soldiers more, but it wouldn’t be prudent. "'You got all 
these Jiiggers below you who want rour job, you dig?” he said. “So, 
}x>u know', you try to cake care of chejrr, but you know, you also have 
to show them rx>u the boss. You alw'avs have to £tec yours first, or else 
}X)u really ain’t no leader. If you start caking losses, che}^ see you as 
w'eak and shit.” 

Along with the bad pa}", the foot soldiers faced terrible fob condi¬ 
tions. For starters, thei"had to stand on a street corner all day and do 
business with crackheads. (Hie gang members w'ere strongly advised 
against tising the product themselves, advice chat was enforced by 
beatings if necessar}".) Foot soldiers also risked arrest and, more w'orri- 
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soine^ violence. Using che gang’s fijiancial documen[s and tJie rest of 
Venkatesh’s research. It is possible to conscruct an adverse-events 
index of]. T.’s gang during che four years in question. The results are 
astonishingly bleak. If you were a member of J. T.’s gang for all four 
}’ears, here is the typical fate you would have faced during chat period: 

Number of times arrested ^>.9 

Number of nonfatal wounds or injuries 2.4 

(not including injuries meted 
out by the gang itself for rules 
violations) 

Chance of being killed 1 in 4 

A l-in-4 chance of being killed! Compare these odds to being a 
timber cutter, which the Bureau of Labor Statistics calls the most dan¬ 
gerous fob in che United States. Over four years’ time, a timber cutter 
w'ould stand only a 1 -in -200 chance of being killed. Or compare che 
crack dealer’s odds to those of a death row' inmate in Texas, which ex¬ 
ecutes more prisoners than any other state. In 2003, Texas put to 
death tw'enty-foLir inmates—or just 5 percent of che nearly 300 in- 
mace-son its death row during chat time. \X'''hich means chat vou stand 
a greater chance of dying while dealing crack in a Chicago housing 
project thanimi do while sitting on death row' in Texas. 

So if crack dealing is che most dangerous job in America, and if 
the salary is only $3.30 an hour, w'hv on earth w'ould anyone cake 

J d d 

such a jobr 

Well, for the same reason chat a pretty Wisconsin farm girl moves 
to Hollywood. For che same reason that a high-school quarterback 
wakes up at 5 a.jn. to lift weights. They all w'ant to succeed in iui ex¬ 
tremely competitive field in w'hich, if 3 XHI reach che top, t^u are paid 
a fortune (to sa}^ notliing of the attendant glory and pow'er). 


104 




Drug Dealers Liiifing with Their Moms 


To tJte kids growing up In a housing projecc on Chicago’s souch 
side, crack dealing was a giamouj' profession. For many of them, die 
job of gang boss—highly visible and highly lucradve—w'as easily die 
best job the)^ thoughc they had access to. Had they grown up under 
diiferenc circumstances, the}" might have thought about becoming 
economists or waiters. But in the neighhorhoad where]. T.’s gang op¬ 
erated, the path to a decent legitimate job was practically invisible. 
Fifty-six percent of the neighborhood’s cJiildren lived below the 
poverty line [compared to a national average of IS percent). Sev'enty- 
eight percent came from single-parent homes. Few'er than 5 percent 
of the neighborhood’s adults had a college degree; barely one in three 
adult jnen worked at all. The neighborhood’s median income was 
about S 15,000 a year, well less than half the U.S. average. During the 
}"ears that Venkatesh lived with J. T.’s gang, foot soldiers often asked 
his help in landing wiiat the}" called '"a good job”: working as a janitor 
at the University of Chicago. 

The problem witJi crack dealing is tJie sajne as in every other glam¬ 
our profession: a lot of people are competing for a very few' prizes. 
Earning big money in the crack gajig wasn’t much more likely than 
the ’'^tTsconsin farm girJ becoming a movie star or the high-school 
quarterback pla}"ing in tJie NFL. But criminals, like everyone else, re¬ 
spond to incentives. So if tlae prize is big enough, the}"will form a line 
dow'n the block just hoping for a chance. On the south side of Chi¬ 
cago, people w'anting to sell crack vastly outnumbered the available 
street corners. 

These budding drug lords bumped up against an immutable law' 
of labor: when there are a lot of people w'illing and able to do a job, 
that job generally doesn’t pay w'ell. This is one of four meaningful fac¬ 
tors that determine a wage. The others are tlie specialized skills a job 
requires, the unpleasantness of a job, and the demand for services that 
the job fulfills. 
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The delicace b^iliince berw'een chese factors helps explain why, for 
instance, the npical prostitute earns more than die typical aichitec-t. 
l[ may not seem as though she should. The architect would appear to 
be more skilled (as the word is us nail y defined) =ind better educated 
(again, as usually defined). But little girls don't grow up dreaming 
of becoming prostitutes, so the siipph^ of potential prostitutes is 
relativel}^ small. Their skills, while not necessarily “specialized,'' are 
practiced in a very specialized context. The fob is unpleasant and for¬ 
bidding in at least two significant ways: the likelihood of violence and 
the lost opportunit}'of havdng a stable family life. As for demand? 
Let's fust say that an architect is more likely to hire a prostitute than 
vice versa. 

In the glamour professions—movies, sports, music, fashion— 
there is a different dynamic at play. Even in second-tier glamour in¬ 
dustries like publishing, advertising, and media, swarms of bright 
TOung people throw themselves at grunt [obs that pay poorl}"and de¬ 
mand unstinting devotion. An editorial assistant earning $22,000 at a 
Manhattan publishing house, an unpaid high-school quarterback, 
and a teenage crack dealer earning $3.30 an hour are all playing the 
same game, a game that is best viewed as a tournament. 

The rules of a tournament are straightforward. You must start at 
tlie bottom to have a shot at the top. (Just as a Major League short¬ 
stop probably played Little League and Just as a Grand Dragon of the 
Ku Klux Klan probably started out as a lowh^ spear-carrier, a drug lord 
typical!}" began by selling drugs on a street corner.) You must be will¬ 
ing to work long and hard at substandard wages. In order to advance 
in the tournament, you must prove }ourself not mere!}" above average 
but spectacular. (The way to distinguish yourself differs from profes¬ 
sion to profession, of course; while J. T. certainly monitored his foot 
soldiers' sales performance, it was their force of personality that really 
counted—more than it would for, say, a shortstop.) And hnally, once 
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i^ii come [o the sad realization that vou will never make it to the 
top, will quit the tournament. (Some people hang on longer tJian 
others—witness the graying “actors” w^ho WTiit tables in New'York— 
bat people generallj^get the message quite early.) 

Most of J. T.’s foot soldiers were unwilling to stay foot soldiers for 
long after they realized the}^ weren't advancing. Especiallj^ once the 
shooting started. After several relatively peaceful years, J. T.'s gang got 
involved in a turf war with a neighboring gang. Drive-hy shootings 
became a daily event. For a foot soldier—tJie gang's man on the 
street—this development was particularly dangerous. The nature of 
the business demanded that customers be able to find him easily and 
quickly, if he hid from the other gang, he couldn't sell Jiis crack. 

Until the gang war, J. T.'s foot soldiers had been w'illing to balance 
the risky, low-paying fob w'ith the reward of advancement. But as one 
foot soldier told V'enkacesh, he now' wanted to be compejisated for the 
added risk: “Would you stand around here when all this shit is going 
on? No, rigirt? So if I gonna be asked to f>ut my life on the line, then 
front me the cash, man. Pav me more 'cause it ain't w'orth nnaime to 
be herew'hen they’re warring.” 

J. T. hadn't w'anted this war. For one thing, he was forced to pay his 
foot soldiers higher wages because of the added risk. Far worse, gang 
w'arfare was bad for business. If Burger King and McE>tDnald's launch 
a price war to gain market share, they partly make up in volume w'hat 
the}Tose in price. (Nor is anyone getting shot.) But w'ith a gang war, 
sales plummet because customers are so scared of the violence that 
the}^w'ont come out in the open to buy their crack. In everj^w'a}’; war 
w'as expensive for J. T. 

So w'hv did he start the war? As a matter of fact, he didn't. It was his 
foot soldiers who started it. It turns out that a crack boss didn’t have as 
much control over his subordinates as he w'ould have liked. TJrat's be¬ 
cause tJiey had differejit incentives. 
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For J. T., violence was a distracclon from the business at hand; lie 
would have preferred that his members never hred a single gunshot. 
Fora foot soldier, however, violence served a purpose. One of the few' 
w'ays that a foot soldier could distinguish himself—and advance in 
the tournament—was by proving his mettle for violence. A killer was 
respected, feared, talked about. A loot soldier’s incentive w'as to make 
a name for himself, J.T.’s incentive was, in effect, to keep the foot sol¬ 
diers from doing so. “We try to tell these shorties that they belong to 
a serious organization,” he once told Venkatesh. “It ain’t all about 


Idlling. They see these movies and shit, they think it’s all about run¬ 
ning around tearing shit up. But it’s not. You’ve got to learn to be part 
of an organization; }x>u can’t be fighting all the time. It’s bad for busi¬ 


ness.” 

In the end, J. T. prevailed. He oversaw the gang’s expansion and 
ushered in a new era of prosperip^and relative peace. J. T. was a win¬ 
ner. He w'as paid well because so few' people could do w'hat he did. He 
w'as a tall, good-looking, smart, tough man who knew' how' to moti¬ 
vate people. He was shrewd too, never tempting arrest bv^ carrying 
guns or cash. While the rest of his gang lived in poverty w'ith their 
mothers,]. T. had sev'eral homes, several w'omen, several cars. He also 
had his business education, of course. He constantlv worked to ex- 

^ J 

tend this advantage. That was why he ordered the corporate-style 
bookkeeping that eventually found its way into Sudhir Venkatesh’s 
hands. No other franchise leader had ev'er done such a thing. J. T. 
once showed his ledgers to the board of directors to prove, as if proof 
w'ere needed, the extent of his business acumen. 


And it w'orked. jAfter six v'^ears running his local gang, J. T. was pro¬ 
moted to the board of directors. He w'as now th irtv-fo ur’i-'ears old. He 

I* J 

had w'on the tournament. But this tournament had a catch that pub¬ 
lishing and pro sports and even Holhwood don’t have. Selling drugs, 
after all, is illegal. Not long after he made the board of directors, the 
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Black Disciples were essendally shut down a federal indictment— 
the same indictmeiit that led the gangster named Booty to turn over 
his notebooks to Venkatesh—and J. T. was sent to prison. 


Now' for another ujilikely question: what did crack cocaine have in 
common wdth nylon stockings? 

In 1939, w'hen DuPont introduced nylons, countless American 
w'omen felt as if a miracle had been perfonned in tlreir honor. Until 
then, stockings w'ere made of silk, and silk was delicate, expensive, 
and in ever shorter supply. By 1941, some sixn^-four million pairs of 
nylon stockings had been sold—more stockings than there w'ere adult 
w'omen in the United States. Thei^ were easilv affordable, immensely 
appeal!Jig, practicalh^ addictive. 

DuPont had pulled off the feat that e^'erTi" marketer dreams oh it 
brought class to the masses. In this reg^ird, the invention of nidon 
stockings w'as markedly sijiiilar to the invention of crack cocaine. 

In the 1970s, if you were the sort of person who did drugs, there 
W'as no classier drug than cocaine. Beloved by rock stars and movie 
stars, ballplayers and even the occasional politician, cocaine was a 
drug of pow'er and panache. It was clean, it was white, it w'as pretty. 
Heroin was droopy and pot was foggy but cocaine provided a beauti¬ 
ful high. 

Alas, it was also very expensive. Nor did the high last long. This led 
cocaine users to try jacking up the drug’s potency. They did this pri¬ 
marily bi'free basin?—addin? ammonia and ethvl ether to cocaine hv- 

J Cl O J a" 

drocJiloride, or powdered cocaine, and burjiing it to free up the ''base” 
cocaine. But this could be dangerous. As Richard Pryor famously 
proved—he Jiearly killed himself w'hile free basing— chejiiistiy is best 
left to chemists. 

Meanw'hile, cocaine dealers and ahcionados across the country, 
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and perhaps also in die Caribbean and SoLuh America, were working 
on a safer versioji of disciiled cocaine. TJiev found tliat mixing pow¬ 
dered cocaine in a saucepan wich bak[ng soda and water, and then 
cooking off the liquid, produced ciny rocks of smokeable cocaine. It 
came to be called crack for the crackling sound che baking soda made 
when ][ was burned. More affectionate nickiiames would soon follow" 
Rock, Kri^pconite, Kibbles hr Bits, Scrabble, and Love. By the early 
1980s, the class drug was ready for the masses. Now only two diings 
w'ere needed to turn crack into a phenomenon: an abtindant supply of 
raw cocaine and a w'ay to get the new' product to a mass market. 

The coc.aine was easv to come bv, for the invention of crack coin- 
cided with a Colombian cocaine glut. During the late i970.s, the 
w'holesale price of cocaine in the LInited States fell dramatically, even 
as its purity was rising. One man, a Nicaraguan emigre named Oscar 
Danilo Blandon, w'as suspected of importing far more Colombian 
cocaine than amone else. Blandon did so much business with the 

f 

budding crack dealers of SoutJi Central Los Angeles that he came to 
be known as the Johnny Appleseed of Crack. Blandon w'ould later 
claim that he w'as selling the cocaine to raise money for the CIA- 
sponsored Contras back home in Nicaragua. He liked to .say that the 
CIA was in turn watching his back in the LInited States, allowijig him 
to sell cocaijre w'ith impunity. This claim would spark a belief that still 
seethes to tiris da}^, especiallj" among urban blacks, that the CIA itself 
W'as the chief sponsor of the Ajnerican crack trade. 

V'erifying that claim is beyond the purview of this book. What 
is demonstrably true is that Oscar Danilo Blandon helped establish 
a link—between Colombian coarine cartels and inner-citv crack 
merchants—tJiat w'ould alter ^American history. putting massive 
amounts of cocaine into the hands of street gangs, Blandon and oth¬ 
ers like him gave rise to a devastating crack boom. And gangs like the 
Black Gangster Disciple Nation were given new reason to exist. 
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As long as there have been cities, there have been gangs of one sort 
or anotlier. In the United States, gangs have traditionally been a sort 
of halfetyhou.se for recent immigrants. In the l?20s, Chicago alone 
had more than 1,300 street gangs, caterijtg to everj^ ethnic, politi¬ 
cal, and criminal leaning imaginable. As a rule, gangs would prove 
much better at making inayhem than money. Some fancied them¬ 
selves commercial enterprises, and a few—the Mafia, most notabh^— 
actually did make money (at least for the higher-ups). But most 
gangsters were, as the cliche assures us, two-bit gangsters. 

Black street gangs in particular Nourished in Chicago, with mem¬ 
bership in the tens of thousands by the 1970s. They constituted the 
sort of criminals, petty and otherwise, who sucked the life out of 
urban areas. Part of the problem was that these criminals never 
seemed to get locked up. The 1960.S ajid 1970s w^re, in retrospect, a 
great time to be a street criminal in most ^^lerican cities. The likeli¬ 
hood of punishment was so low'—this w'as the heyday of a liberal [us- 
tice system and the criminals' rights movement—that it simply didn't 
cost very much to commit a crime. 

By the 1980s, however, the courts had begun to radiodly reverse 
that trend. Criminals' rights were curtailed and stricter sentencing 
guidelines put in place. More and more of Chicago's black gangsters 
were getting sent to federal prisons. By happy coincidence, some of 
their fellow inmates were Mexican gang members with close ties to 
Colombian drug dealers. In the past, the black gangsters had bought 
their drugs from a middleman, the Mafia—which, as it happened, 
was then being pummeled by the federal government's new anti- 
racketeering laws. But b)^ the time crack came to Chicago, the black 
gangsters had made the connections to buy their cocaine directly 
from Colombian dealers. 

Cocaine had never been a big seller in the ghetto: it w'as too expen¬ 
sive. But that was before the invention of crack. This new product was 
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ideal for li low-income, SEreet-levei customer. Because it required sucii 
a tiny amount of pure cocaine, one hit of crack cost only a few dollars. 
Its powerful high reached the brain in just a few seconds—and then 
faded fast, sending the user back for more. From the outset, crack was 
bound to he a huge success. 

And who better to sell it than the thousands of Junior inembers of 
all those street gangs like the Black Gangster Disciple Nation? The 
gangs alread)^ ow'ned the territory—real estate was, in essence, their 
core business—and they w'ere suitably menacing to keep customers 
from ev'en thinking about ripping them off. Suddenly the urban street 
gang evolved from a club for wayward teenagers into a true commer¬ 
cial enterprise. 

The gang also presented an opportunity tor longtime employ¬ 
ment. Before crack, it was just about impossible to earn a living in a 
street gang. W-lien it was time for a gangster to start supportiiig a fam¬ 
ily, he would have to quit. There was no such thing as a thirty-year-old 
gangster: he was either w'orking a legitimate [ob, dead, or in prison. 
But w'ith crack, there was real money to be made. Instead of moving 
on and making way for the younger gangsters to ascend, the veterans 
stayed put. TJris was happening fust as the old-fashioned sort of life¬ 
time Jobs—factory jobs especially—were disappearing. In the past, a 
semi-skilled black man in Chicago could earn a decent wage working 
in a factory. \X'T,th that option narrow'ing, crack dealing looked even 
better. How hard could it be? The stuff was so addictive that a fool 
could sell it. 

cared if the crack game was a tournament that ojrff a few 
of tJiem could possibff wan? Who cared if it was so dangerous— 
standing out there on a corner, selling it as fast and anonymousff as 
McDonald’s sells hamburgers, not knowing any of your customers, 
wondering who might be coining to arrest or rob or kill }ou? Who 
cared if }our product got tw'elve-yearnolds and grandmothers and 
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preachers so addicied rhac tliev stopped i;h[jiking aboiu anyth [ng ex¬ 
cept theij' next h[t? Who cared if crack killed the neighborhood? 

For black Americans, the four decades between World War II and 
the crack boom, had been marked bv steadv and often dramatic rm- 
provement. Particulaiiy since the civil rights legislation of the mid- 
1960s, the telltale signs of societal progress had finally taken root 
among black Americans. The black-wkite income gap was shrinking. 
So was the gap between black children’s test scores and those of white 
children. Perhaps the most heartening gain Jrad been in infant mor¬ 
tality. As late as 1964, a black infant was tw'ice as likely to die as a 
white infant, often of a cause as basic as diarrhea or pneumonia. With 
segregated hospitals, many black patients received what amounted to 
Third World care. But that changed when the federal government or¬ 
dered the hospitals to be desegregated: witJiin just seven years, the 
black infant mortalit^^ rate had been cut in half. Bv the 198Os, virtu- 

^ J ^ 

alfo every facet of life w'as improving for black Americans, and the 
progress show'ed no sign of stopping. 

Then came crack. 

While crack use was hardly a black-only phenomenon, it hit black 
neighborhoods much harder than most. The evidence can be seen by 
measuring tiie same indicators of societal progress cited above. After 
decades of decline, black ijifant mortality began to soar in the 1980s, 
as did the rate of low-birthweiglit babies and parent abandonmejit. 
Tie gap between black and white schoolchildren widened. The num¬ 
ber of blacks sent to prison tripled. Crack was so dramatically de¬ 
structive tlrat if its effect is averaged for all black Americans, not just 
crack users and their families, you. will see that the group’s postwar 
progress was not only .stopped cold but w'as often knocked as much as 
ten T^ears backward. Black Ajnericans w'ere hurt more by crack cocaine 

4 * wf 

than by any other .single cause since Jim Crow: 

And then there w'as the crime. W'^ithin a five-year period, thehomi- 
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cide rate among young Lirban blacks quadrupki^. Suddenly Ic was just 
as dangerous to live in parts of Chicago or St. Louis or Los Angeles as 
it w^s to live in Bogota. 

The violence associated with the crack boom w'as various and re¬ 
lentless. k coincided wkh an even broader American crime wave that 
had been building for two decades. ^41 though the rise of this crime 
w'ave long predated crack, the trend was so exacerbated by crack that 
criminologists got dow'nright apocalyptic in their predictions. James 
j41an Fox, perhaps the most wideh^ quoted crime expert in the popu¬ 
lar press, w'arned of a coming ''bloodbath” of youth violence. 

But Fox and the other purveyors of conventiojial wisdom were 
w'tong. The bloodbath did Jiot materialize. The crime rate in fact 
began to fall—so unexpectedly and dramaticall}"and thoroughly that 
now, from the distance of several years, it is almost hard to recall the 
crushing grip of that crime wave. 

my did it fan? 

W 

For a few' reasons, but one of them more surprising than the rest. 
Oscar Danilo Blandon, the so-called Johnny Appleseed of Crack, 
may have been the instigator of one ripple effect, in which b}' his 
actions a single person inadvertently causes an ocean of despair. But 
unbeknowiist to [ust about evenhody another remarkabl)" pow'erful 
ripple effect—this one moving in the opposite direction—had just 
come into pla}’: 
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sn Levitti Btoftion paper, pubiished in 200i he and Ns co-autPor Jobn Dono¬ 
hue warned that their findings "shouid not be misinterpreted as either an en- 
dorsenaent of abortion or a can for intervention by the state in the fertiiity 
decisions of women." They even suggested that crime might just as easify be 
curbed by ‘'providing better environments tor those chiidren at greatest risk 
forfuture crime" 

Stifi the very topic managed to offend just about everyone. Conservatives 
were enraged that abortion could be construed as a crime-fighting tool. Liber¬ 
als were aghast that poor and bSack women were singled out. Economists 
grumbled that Levitt's methodology was not sound. As the media gorged on the 
abortion-crime story, Levitt came under direct assault. He was called an ideo¬ 
logue (by conservatives and liberals alike), a euger^cist, a racist, and dowLk-ight 
evil. 

in reality, he see/ns to be very much none of those. He has little taste for 
politics and even less tor moralizing. He is genial, low-key and unflappable, con¬ 
fident but not cocky. He speaks with a considerable ksp. His appearance is High 
Nerd: a plaid button-down shirt, nondescript khakis and a braided belt, brown 



sensitife stioes. i-fis pocket csiendaris branded with tbe Nationaf Bureau of Eco¬ 
nomic kiesearcb Sogo. "S wish be vroufd get more than three haircuts a year/ 
says his wife, Jeannette, ‘'and that be wasn't stiff wearing the same ?/assas he 
got fifteen years ago, which weren't even in fashion then" He was a good goffer 
in high school but has so phy sicaliy atrophied that b e caf/s him seif "tb e weakest 
human being alive" and asfts JeanJ^e^^e to open jars around the bouse. 

There is nothing in his appearance or manner, in other words, that suggests 
a ffametbrower. 

-The Hew Vork T/zaES k^AGAZiNE, August 3, 2003 




Where Have All the 
Criminals Gone? 


In 19-65, one year after Nlcolae Ceaa|escu became the CommunisE 
dictator of Romania, he made abortion illegal. “The fetus is the prop¬ 
erty of the entire society,” he proclaimed. “Anyone who avoids having 
children is a deserter who abandons the laws of national continuity.” 

Such grandiose declarations were commonplace during Ceau- 
^eschs reign, for his master plan—to create a nation worthy of the 
New' Socialist Man—w'as an exercise in grandiosit}': He built palaces 
for himself w'hile alternately brutalizing and neglecting his citizens. 
Abandoning agricult tire in favor of manufacturing, he forced many of 
the nation's rural dwehers into unJieated apartment buildings. He 
gave government positions to forty family members including his 
wife, Elena, who required fort}='homes and a commensurate supply of 
fur and jewels. Madame Ceau^escu, known officially as the Best 
Mother Romania Could Have, was not particular!}" maternal. “The 
worms never get satisfied, regardless of how much food toll give 
them,” sire said when Romanians complained about the food short- 
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ages brought on by her Iills band’s mlsmanagemenc. She had her own 
children bugged to ensure their loyalt}': 

Ceau^escu’s ban on aborcion was designed to achieve one of his 
mafor aims: to rapidly strengchen Romania by boosting its popula¬ 
tion. Until 1 966, Romania had had one of che mosc liberal abortion 
policies in che world. Abortion was in face che iiiain form of birch 
control, wich four abortions for every live birth. Now', virtually 
overnight, abortion was foj'bidden. The only exemptions were moth¬ 
ers who already had four children or women wich signiheant standing 
in che Communist Parpt Ac the same cime, all contraception and sex 
education were banned. Government agencs sardonically known as 
the Menstrual Police regularly rounded up women in cheir w'ork- 
places CO admijiister pregnancy tests. If a woman repeatedly failed to 
conceive, she was forced to pay a steep '"celibacy tax.” 

Ceau^escu’s incentives produced che desired effect. Within one 
year of che aborcion ban, che Romanian birch race had doubled. These 

m 

babies w'ere born into a counen^ where, unless tou belonged to che 
Ceacpescu clan or che Communist elite, life was miserable. But these 
children would curjr out co have particularly miserable lives. Com¬ 
pared to Romanian childreji born just a year earlier, the cohort of chil¬ 
dren born after the aborcion ban w'ould do w'orse in ev'en" measurable 

f 

wav: thev w'ould test lower in school, chev would have less success in 
the labor market, and they would also prove much more likeh' co be¬ 
come criminals. 

The aborcion ban stained in effect until Ceausescu finallvlost his 
grip on Romania. On December 16, 19S9, thousands of people took 
to the streets of Timisoara to protest his corrosive regime. Many of 
the protestors w'ere teenagers and college students. The police killed 
dozens of them. One of foe opposition leaders, a forcy-one^year-old 
professor, later said it was his chirteen-year-old daughter who insisted 
he attend the protest, despite his fear. "What is mosc interesting is that 
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we leLirned not to be afraid from our children,” he said. “Most were 
aged thirreen ro twenty.” A few' days after the massacre in Timisoara, 
Ceausescu gave a speech in Bucharest before one hundred thousarrd 
people. Again the i^ung people w'ere out in force. They shouted 
dow'n Ceausescu with cries of ■"Timisoara!" and "'Down w'itJr the 
murderers!" His time had come. He and Elena tried to escape the 
country with Si billion, but they were captured, given a crude trial, 
and, on Christmas Day, executed by firing squad. 

Of all the Communist leaders deposed in the years bracketing the 
collapse of the Soviet LJnion, only Nicolae Ceausescu met a violent 
death. It should not be overlooked that his demise was precipitated in 
large measure by the youth of Romania—a great number of w'hom, 
were it not for his abortion ban, would never have been born at all. 


The storj" of abortion in Romania might seem an odd way to begin 
telling the story of American crime in the 1990s. But ifs not. In one 
important way, the Romanian abortion story is a reverse image of the 
American crime story. The point of overlap was on that Christmas 
Day of 1989, w'hen N icolae Ceau ^escu learned the hard wa)='—wuth a 
bullet to the head—that his abortion ban had much deeper implica¬ 
tions than he knew. 

On that day, crime w'as just about at its peak in the United States. 
In the previous fifteen years, violent crime had risen SO percent. It was 
crime that led the nightly new's and the national conversation. 

’'XTen the crime rate began falling in the early 1990s, it did .so with 
such speed and suddenness that it surprised everyone. It took some 
experts many years to even recognize that crime w'as falling, so confi¬ 
dent had they been of its continuing rise. Long after crime had 
peaked, in fact, some of them continued to predict ever darker sce¬ 
narios. But the evidence w'as irrefutable: the long and brutal spike in 
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crime was moving in the opposite direction, and it wouldrit scop until 
the crime rate had fallen back to the levels of fony years earlier. 

J m 

Now the experts hustled to explain their faulty forecasting. The 
criminologist James ^Aian Fox explained chat his warning of a “blood- 
batJf’ was in fact an intentional overstatement. “"I never said there 
would be blood flowing in the streets,” he said, “but I used strong 
terms like ‘bloodbaclf to get people’s attention. And it did. I don’t 
apologize for using alarmist terms.” (If Fox seems to be offering a dis¬ 
tinction witJiouc a difference—“bloodbach” versus “blood flow'ing in 
the Streets”—w'e should remember chat even in retreat mode, experts 
can be self-serving.) 

After the relief had settled in, after people reinembered how' to go 
about tJieir lives without foe pressing fear of crime, there arose a nat¬ 
ural question: just wiiere did all those criminals go? 

At one level, the answ'er seemed puzzling. After all, if none of the 
criminologists, police officials, economists, politicians, or others who 
traffic in such matters had foreseen tiie crime decline, how' could thev 
suddenly identify its causes? 

But this diverse army of experts now' marched out a phalanx of 
hypotheses to explain the drop in crime. A great many newspaper 
articles w'ould be w'riccen on the subiecc. Their conclusions often 
hinged on which expert had most recently spoken to which reporter. 
Here, ranked by frequency of mention, are the crime-drop explana¬ 
tions cited in articles published from 1931 to 2001 in foe ten largest- 
circulation papers in the LexisNexis database: 

C PI M e-Dro p Exp la h at ion N umbe r of C itatio ns 

1. Innovativo policing strategies 52 

2. Increased reliance on prisons 47 

3. Changes in crack and other drug markets 33 

4. Aging of the population 32 
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CF?IME-DR0P EjtPLAHATlOM 

Number of Citations 

5. Tougher gun control laws 

32 

6. Strong economy 

28 

7. 1 nc rea sed n u mbe r of pol 1 ce 

26 

a. All other explanations (increased use of 

34 


capital pLinishment, concealed-weapons 
laws, gun buybacks, and others) 


If you are tJie sort of person who likes guessing games, i^ou may 
w'Ish to spend the next few moments pondering which of the preced¬ 
ing explanations seem to have merit and which don't. Hint: of the 
seven maj'or explanations on the list, only three caji be sJiowji to have 
contributed to tire drop in crime. The otliers are, for the most part, 
figments of someone's imagination, self-interest, or wishful thinking. 
Further hint: one of the greatest measurable causes of the crime drop 
does not appear on the list at all, for it didn't receive a single new's- 
paper mention. 


Let's begin with a fairly uncontroversial one: strong economy. The 

decline In crime that began In the early 1990s w'as accompanied by a 
blistering Jiatlonal economy and a significant drop In unemployment. 
It might seem to follow that the economy was a hammer that helped 
beat dow'n crime. But a closer look at tlie data destro^"^ this theorv. It 

J i 

is tj'ue that a stronger Job jnarket may make certain crimes relatively 
less attractive. But that is only the case for crimes with a direct finan¬ 
cial motivation—burglary, robbery, and auto theft—as opposed to vi¬ 
olent crimes like homicide, assault, and rape. Moreover, studies have 
shown that an unejnployment decline of 1 percentage poijit accounts 
for a 1 percejit drop in nonviolent crime. During tire 1990.S, the un¬ 
employment rate fell by 2 percentage points; nonviolejit crime. 
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meaji.whlie, fell by roiighly 4'C?percenc. But an even bigger fiaw in die 
stronp-econoniY theory concerns violent crime. Homicide fell at a 
greater rate during the 1990s than ani^otJier sort of crime, and a num¬ 
ber of reliable studies have shown virtually no lijik between the econ¬ 
omy and violent crime. This w'eak link is made even w'eaker bv 
glancing back to a recent decade, tJie 1960s, w'hen the econom}^ w'ent 
on a w'ild growth spurt—as did violent crime. So while a strong 1990s 
economy might have seemed, on the surface, a likely explanation for 
tlve drop in crime, it almost certainh^didht affect criminal behavior in 
any signihcant wai’: 

Unless, that is, “tlae econo miis construed in a broader sense—as 
a means to build and maintain hundreds of prisons. Let’s now con¬ 
sider ajiother crime-drop explanation: increased reliance on prisons. It 
might help to start by flipping the crime question around. Instead of 
wondering what made crime fall, think about this: whi^had it risen so 
dramatically in the first place? 

During the first half of the twentieth century, the incidence of vio- 
lent crime in tlie LInited States was, for the most part, fairly steady. 
But in the early 1960s, it began to climb. In retrospect, it is dear that 
one of the major factors pushing this trend was a more lenient justice 
si'stem. Conviction rates dedined during tlie 1960s, and criminals 
wiio were convicted serv'ed shorter sentences. This trend was driven in 
part b}='an expansion in the rights of people accused of crimes—a long 
overdue expansion, some would argue. (Others would argue that the 
expansion went too far.) At tire same time, politiciajis were grow'ing 
increasingly softer on crime—'Tor fear of sounding racist,” as the 
economist Gary Becker has written, "since jAfrican-jAmericans and 
His panics commit a disproportionate share of felonies.” So if you 
w'ere the kind of person who might w'ant to commit a crime, the in¬ 
centives were lining up in your favor: a slimmer likelihood of being 
convicted and, if convicted, a shorter prison term. Because criminals 
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respond co incentives as readih^ as anyone^ the result was a surge in 
crime. 

It took some time, and a great deal of political curmoil, but these 
incentives were eventually curtailed. Crijninals who would have pre¬ 
viously been sec free—for drug-related offenses and parole revocation 
in particular—were instead locked up. Between 19S0 and 2000, there 
w'as a iifteenfold increase in the number of people sent to prison on 
drug charges. Many other sentences, especially for violent crime, were 
lengthened. The total effect was dranratic. 2000, more chan two 
million people were in prison, roughly four times the number as of 
1972. Fully half of that increase took place during the 1990s. 

The evidence linking increased punishment witJi low'er crime races 
is very strong. Harsh prison terms have been shown to act as both de¬ 
terrent (for the would-be criminal on tire street) and prophylactic (for 
the would-be criminal w'ho is already loc-ked up]. Logical as this may 
sound, some criminologists have fought the logic. A 1977 academic 
study called "On Behalf of a Moratorium on Prison Construction” 
noted that crime rates tend to be high wiien imprisonment races are 
high, and concluded chat crime would fall if imprisonment rates 
could only be lowered. (Fortunateh’; [ailers did not suddenly turn 
loose their wards and sit back waiting for crime to fall. As the political 
scientist John J. Dilulio Jr. later commented, "Apparently, it takes a 
Ph.D. in criminolog)^ co doubt chat keeping dangerous criminals In¬ 
carcerated cuts crime.'") The "Moratorium” argument rests on a fun¬ 
damental confusion of correlation and causality. Consider a parallel 
aro-Liment. The mayor of a cin^ sees that his citizens celebrate wildlv 

C' d H j" 

wiien their team wins the World Series. He is intrigued by this corre¬ 
lation but, like the "Moratoriujn” author, fails co see the direction in 
wiiich the correlation runs. So the follow!ng year, the mai^r decrees 
that his citizens start celebrating the World Series before the jirstpitch 
is tirroimi —an act chat, in his confused mind, will ensure a victory. 
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There ^ire cerrainJy plenty of reasons to dislike the huge surge in 
the prison pop Lilac ion. Not everyone is pleased that such a .significant 
fraction of Americans, especially black ^Americans, live behind bars. 
Nor does prison even begin to address the root causes of crime, which 
are diverse and complex. Lastly, prison is hardh^ a cheap solution: k 
costs about $25,000 a year to keep someone incarcerated. But if the 
goal here is to explain the drop in crime in the 1990s, imprisonment 
is certainly one of the kev answers. It accounts for rouphh’'one-third 
of the drop in crime. 

Another crime-drop explanation is often cited in tandem with im¬ 
prisonment: the im^eiTseei use of capital punishment-. The Jium ber of ex¬ 
ecutions in the United States quadrupled between the 19S0s and the 
1990s, leading many people to conclude—in tlie context of a debate 
that has been going on for decades—that capital punishment helped 
drive down crime. Lost in the debate, how'ever, are two important 
facts. 

First, given the rarity with which executions are carried out in this 
country and tJie long delays in doing so, no reasonable criminal 
should be deterred by the threat of execution. Even tliough capital 
punishment quadrupled within a decade, there were still only 478 ex¬ 
ecutions in the entire LInited States during the 1990s. Any parent 
w'ho has ever said to a recalcitrant child, "Oka)' Lm going to count to 
ten and this time I’m reaify going to punish you," knows the differ¬ 
ence between deterrent and empty threat. New' York State, for in¬ 
stance, has not as of this writing executed a .single criminal since 
reinstituting its death penalty in 1995. Even among prisoners on 
death row', the annual execution rate is onh^ 2 percent—compared 
w'ith the .7 percent annual chance of dying faced by a member of the 
Black Gangster Disciple Nation crack gang. If life oji death row' is 
safer than life on the streets, it's hard to believe that the fear of execu¬ 
tion is a driving force in a criminal’s calculus. Like the S3 fine for late- 


124 




Where Have All the Criminals Gone? 


arriving parenis ac [he Israeli day-care centers, the negative incentive 
of capical punishment simph=' isjft serious enough for a criminal to 
change his behavior. 

The second flaw in the capical punishment argument is e^en more 
obvious. Assume for a moment that the deach penalt}" is a deterrent. 
How much crijne does it actualh^ deter? The economist Isaac Ehrlich, 
in an oft-cited 1975 paper, put forth an estimate that is generally con¬ 
sidered optimistic: executing 1 criminal translates into 7 fewer homi¬ 
cides that tJae criminal might have committed. Now do the math. In 
1991, there were 14 executions in the United States; in 2001, there 
were 66. According to Ehrlich’s calculation, chose 52 additional exe¬ 
cutions would have accounted for 364 fewer iromicides in 2001—nor 
a small drop, to he sure, but less than 4 percent of the actual decrease 
in homicides that year. So even in a deach penalty advocate’s best-case 
scenario, capital punishment could explain onfoone tw'ency-fifth of 
the drop in homicides in the 19905. Ajtd because the deach penalty is 
rarely given for crimes ocher than homicide, its deterrent effect can¬ 
not account for a speck of decline in ocher violent crimes. 

It is extremely unlikely therefore, that the death penalty, as cur- 
rencfo practiced in the United States, exerts any real influence on 
crime rates. Even jnany of its onetime supporters have cojne to this 
conclusion. "T feel morally and intellectually obligated simply to con¬ 
cede chat the death penalty experiment has failed,” said U.S. Supreme 
Court Justice Harry A. Blackmun in 1994, nearly twenty years after 
he had voted for its reinstatement. '"I Jio lontrer shall tinker w'ich the 

Cl 

machinen^ of death.” 


So it wasn’t capital punishment chat drove crime down, nor was it the 
booming economy. But higher races of imprisonment did liave a lot to 
do w'ith it. All chose criminals didn’t march into jail by themselves, of 
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course. Someone had to jnvestigate che crime, catch the bad guy; and 
put together the case that would get him convicted. Which naturally 
leads to a related pair of crime-drop explanations: 

Innovative policing strategies 
Increased number of police 

Let's address the second one first. Tlie number of police officers per 
capita in the United States rose about 14 percent during the 1990s. 
E>oes merely increasing the number of police, however, reduce crime? 
Tlie answer would seem obvious—)"es—but proving that answ'er isn’t 
so easy. That's because when crime is rising, people clamoi’ for protec¬ 
tion, and invariably more money is found for cops. So if you just look 
at raw'correlations betw'een police and crime, you will find that when 
there are more police, there tends to be jnore crime. That doesn’t 
mean, of course, that the police are causing the crime, just as it doesn’t 
meajt, as some criminologists have argued, that crime will fall if crim¬ 
inals are released from prison. 

To show' causality, w'e need a scenario in w'hich more police are 
hired for reasons complete!}^ unrelated to rising crime. If, for instance, 
police w'ere randomly sprinkled in some cities and not in others, w'e 
could look to see w'hether crime declines in the cities where the police 
happen to land. 

As it turns out, that exact scenario is often created by vote-hungry 
politiciajis. In the months leading up to Election Day, incumbent 
mayors routineh^ trv^ to lock up the law-and-order vote by hiring more 
police—even w'hen the crime rate is standing still. So by comparing 
the crime rate in one set of cities that have recently had an election 
(and which therefore hired extra police) w'ith another set of cities that 
had no election (and therefore no extra police), it’s possible to tease 
out the effect of the extra police on crime. The answ'er: yes indeed, ad¬ 
ditional police substantially low'er the crime rate. 
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Agiiin, i[ m^iy help co look back:w'i.nd and. see wliy crime had risen 
so much ]ji [he first place. From I960 to 19S!>, die nLimber of police 
officers fell more chan 50 percent relative co the number of crimes. In 
some cases, hiring additional police was considered a violation of the 
era’s liberal aesthetic; in others, it was simpl)^ considered coo expen¬ 
sive. Tliis 30 percent decline in police cranslaced into a roughh^ equal 
decline in die probabilitv chac a given criminal would be caught. Cou¬ 
pled with che above-cited leniency in the other half of die criminal 
justice system, the courtrooms, this decrease in policing created a 
strong positive Incentive tor criminals. 

By che 1990s, philosophies—and necessities—had changed. The 
policing trend was put in reverse, with wide-scale hiring in cities 
across che country. Not only did all tliose police act as a deterrent, but 
thei^also provided the manpower co imprison criminals who might 
have otherw'ise gone uncaughc. The hiring of additional police ac¬ 
counted for roughly 10 percent of che 19903 crime drop. 

But it wasn’t only che number of police chat changed in the 1990s; 
consider the most commonly cited crime-drop explanation of all: 
inm polking strategies. 

There was perhaps no more attractive theory than tlie belief chat 
smart policing scops cj'ime. It offered a set of bona fide heroes rather 
tlian s]mp])^a dearth of villains. This theory rapidly became an article 
of faith because it appealed to the factors that, according co John Ken¬ 
neth Galbraith, most contribute to the formation of conventional 
w'isdom: the ease with which an idea may be understood and che de¬ 
gree CO which it affects our personal well-being. 

The ston^ played out most dramatically in New' York Cit\^, where 

f 1 J J j ^ 

newdy elected mayor Rudolph Giuliani and his handpicked police 
commissioner, William Bratton, vow'ed co fix che city’s desperate 
crinre situation. Bratton took a novel approach co policing. He ush¬ 
ered che NliTD into wdiac one senior police official later called “our 
Athenian period,” in which new ideas were given w'eighc over calcified 
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praccices. Inscead of coddUiig his precinct commanders, Bratcon de¬ 
manded accoLincabiiity. Instead of lehdng solely on old-fashioned cop 
know-how, he incroduced technological solutions like CompStat, a 
computerized metliod of addressing crime hot spots. 

The most compelling new idea that Bratton brought to life 
stemmed from the broken w'indow' tlieory, which was conceived by 

J ^ j 

the criminologists James Q. Wilson and George Keiling. The broken 
w'indow' theory ar^Lies that minor nuisances, if left unchecked, turn 

I- ^ 

into major nuisances: that is, if someone breaks a w'indow and sees it 
isn’t fixed immediately, he gets the signal that it’s all right to break the 
rest of the w'indow's and maybe set the building ah re too. 

So w'ith murder raging all ajotind, Bill Bratton’s cops began to 
police the sort of deeds that used to go unpoliced: lumping a subw'ay 
turnstile, panhandling too aggressiyely, urinating in the streets, swab¬ 
bing a filthy squeegee across a car’s windshield unless the driver made 
an appropriate “donation.” 

Most New' Yorkers loved this crackdow'n on its ow'n merit. But 
the}' particularly loved the idea, as stoutly preached by Bratton and 
Giuliani, that choking off these small crimes was like choking off the 
criminal element’s oxi'gen supply. Today’s turnstile jumper might eas¬ 
ily be w'ajrted for yesterda}'’s murder. That [unkie peeing in an alley 
might have been on his way to a robber}'. 

As violent crime began to tall dramatically, New'Yorkers were more 
than happy to heap laurels on their operatic, Brooklyn-bred ma}x>r 
and his hatchet-faced police chief with the big Boston accent. But 
the two strong-willed men w'eren’t very good at sharing the glory. 
Soon after the cit>="’s crime turnaround landed Bratton—and not 

J 

Giuliani—on the cover of Time, Bratton was pushed to resign. He 
had beeji police commissioner for just twenty-seven months. 

New'York Cityw'as a clear innovator in police strategies during the 
1990s crime drop, and it also enjoyed the greatest decline in crime of 
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any Large American city. Homicide races fell from 30.7 per 100,000 
people in 1990 to S.4 per 100,000 people in 2000, a change of 73.6 
percejit. Biu a aarefol analysis of [he fac[s shows tJiat die innowitive 
policing strategies probably had licde effect on this huge decline. 

First, the drop in crime in New York began in 1990. B}"the end of 
1993, the race of propern^ crime and violent crime, including homi¬ 
cides, had already fallen nearly 20 percent. Rudolph Giuliani, how¬ 
ever, did not become maior—and install Bratton—tintil early 1994. 
Crime was well on its way down before either man arrived. And it 
would continue to fall long after Bratton was bumped from office. 

Second, the Jiew' police strategies wore accompanied by a much 
more significant cJiange within the police force: a hiring binge. Be¬ 
tween 1991 and 2001, the NYPD grew by 45 percent, more than 
three times the national averagie. As argued above, an increase in the 
number of police, regardless of new' strategies, been proven to re¬ 
duce crime. By a conservative calculation, this huge expansion of 
New' York’s police force would be expected to reduce crime in New' 
York by 18 percent relative to tire national average. If you subtract 
that IS percent from New'York’s homicide reduction, thereby dis¬ 
counting the effect of the police-hiring surge. New' York no longer 
leads the nation w'ith its 73.6 percent drop; it goes straight to the mid¬ 
dle of the pack. Many of those new police were in fact hired by David 
Dinkins, the mayor whom Giuliani defeated. Dinkins had been des¬ 
perate to secure the law-and-order vote, having know'n all along that 
his opponent would be Giuliani, a former federal prosecutor. (Tire 
two men had run against each other four years earlier as w'ell.) So 
those w'ho w'ish to credit Giuliani w'ith the crime drop may still do so, 
for it was his own law-and-order reputation that made Dinkins hire 
all those police. In tJre end, of course, tlie police increase helped every¬ 
one—but it helped Giuliani a lot more than Dinkins. 

Most damag^ing to the claim that New' York’s police innovations 
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radically lowered crime is one simple and ofcen overlooked fact: crime 
went down et^rjw/.^rre during the 1990s, not ojily in New York. Few' 
othej' cities tried the kind of srrategies that New' York did, and cer¬ 
tainly none with the same zeal. Bat even in Los Angeles, a cin^ notori- 
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OLis for bad policing, crime tell at about the same rate as it did in New' 
York once the growth in New' York's police force is accounted for. 

It would be churlish to argue that smart policing isn't a good thing. 
Bill Bratton certainly deserves credit for invigorating New York’s po¬ 
lice force. But there is frighteningly little evidence that his strategy 
was the crime panacea that he and the media deemed it. Tlie next step 
w'ill be to cojitinue measuring the impact of police innovations—in 
Los Angeles, for instance, w'here Bratton himself became police chief 
in late 2002. While he duly instituted some of the innovatiojis that 
w'ere his hallmark in New' York, Bratton announced that his highest 
priority was a more basic one: finding the mone}" to hire thousands of 
new police officers. 


Now' to explore another pair of cojiimon ciime-drop explanations: 

Tougher gun laws 

Changes in crack and other drug markets 

First, the guns. Debates on this subject are rarely coolheaded. Gun 
advocates believe that gun law's are too strict; opponents believe ex¬ 
actly the opposite. How can intelligent people view the world so dif¬ 
ferent!}'? Because a gun raises a complex set of issues that change 
according to one factor: w'hose hand happens to be Irolding the gun. 

It might be worthwhile to take a step back and ask a rudimentary 
question: w'hat iy a gun? It’s a tool that can be used to kill someone, of 
course, but more signifcanth', a gun is a great disrupter of the natural 
order. 
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A gun scrambles [he ouccome of Any dispute. Let's say diac a tough 
gm^and a noc-so-totigh gm^ exchange words in a bar, which leads to a 
light. L['s preccy obvious to the not-so-tough gu}" chat he'll be beaten, 
so whj^ bother fighcingLThe pecking order remains intact. But If die 
not-so-tough guy happens to have a gun, he stands a good chance of 
winning, hi this scenario, the introduction of a gun may w'ell lead to 
more violence. 

Now instead of the cough gu)='and the noc-so-tough gtiy, picture a 
high-school girl out for a nighttime scroll when she is suddenly sec 
upon by a mugger. What if onh^ the mugger is armed? What if only 
the girl is armed? "'Shat if boi-h are armed? A gun opponent might 
argue that the gun has to be kept out of the mugger's hands in the first 
place. A gun advocate might argue that the high-school girl needs to 
have a gun to disrupt what has become the natural order: it's the bad 
gu}3 that have the guns. (If the girl scares off the mugger, then the in- 
trod ticcion of a gun i n this case may lead to less violence.) Any mugger 
whh even a little initiative is bound to be armed, for in a countrv like 
the LJniced States, with a thriving black market in guns, anyone can 
get hold of one. 

There are enough guns in the United States that if you gave one to 
eveiv adult, lou would run out of adults before you ran out of guns. 
Nearly two-thirds of LJ.S. homicides involve a gun, a far greater frac¬ 
tion chan in other industrialized countries. Our homicide rate is also 
much higher than in those countries. It would therefore seem likely 
that our homicide rate is so high in part because gtins are so easily 
available. Research indeed shows this to be true. 

But guns are not the whole story. In Switzerland, everj^adult male 
is issued an assault rifle for militia duty and is allow'ed to keep the gun 
at home. Oji a per capita basis, Switzerland has more lirearms than 
just abH:>uc any ocher country, and yet it is one of the safest places in the 
w'oiid. In otlaer words, guns do not cause crime. That said, the estab¬ 
lished U.S. methods of keeping guns away from the people who do 
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cause crime are, at best, feeble. And since a gun—unlike a bag of co¬ 
caine or a car or a pair of pants—lasts pretn^much forever, even turn¬ 
ing off die spigot of new guns still leaves an ocean of available ones. 

So bearing all this In mind, lefsconsider aTarlecyof recent gun Ini¬ 
tiatives to see the impact they may have had on crime In the 1990s. 

The most famous gun-control law' is the Brady Act, passed In 
1993, which requires a criminal check and a waiting period before a 
person can purchase a handgun. This solution may have seemed ap¬ 
pealing to politicians, bat to an economist it doesn't make much 
sense. Why? Because regulation of a legal market is bound to tail 
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w'hen a healthy black market exists for tlae same product. With guns 
so cheap and so easy to get, the standaj d criminal has no incentive to 
fill out a firearms application at his local gun shop and then w'alt a 
w'eek. The Brady Act, according!}^, has proven to be practically impo¬ 
tent in lowering crime. (A study of imprisoned felons showed that 
even before the Brady Act, only about one-fifth of the criminals had 
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bought their guns through a licensed dealer.) Various local gun- 
control laws have also failed. Washington, D.C., and Chicago both 
instituted handgun bans w'ell before crime began to fall across the 
country in the 1990s, and }"et those two cities were laggards, not lead¬ 
ers, in the national reduction in crime. One deterrent that hijs proven 
moderately effective is a stiff Increase in prison time for anyone 
caught in possession of an illegal gun. But there Is plentj^of room for 
improvement. Not that this is likely, but If tiie death penalty w'ere 
assessed to an™ne carrying an illegal gun, and if the penalty were 
actually enforced, gun crimes would surely plunge. 

Another staple of 19903 crime fighting—and of the evening 
news—was the gun buyback. You remember the image: a menacing, 
glistening heap of firearms surrounded by the mayor, tJie police chief, 
the neighborhood activists. It made for a Jiice photo op, but that's 
about as meaningful as a gun buyback is. Tire guns that get turned In 
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are generally heirlooms or junk. The payoff to the gun seller—usually 
S30 or SlOO, bu[ in one California buyback, three free hours of 
ps}Thotherapy—isn’t an adeqtiate incentive tor anyone who actually 
plans to use his gun. And the number of surrendered guns is no match 
for even the number of new' guns simultaneously coming to market. 
Given the number of handguns in the United States and the number 
of homicides each year, the likelihood that a particular gun was used 
to kill someone that year is i in 10,000. The typical gun buyback 
program yields fewer than 1,000 guns—w'hich translates into an ex¬ 
pectation of less than one-tentJi of one homicide per bm'back. Not 
enough, that is, to jnake eveji a sliver of i jnpact on tire fall of crime. 

Then tJrere is an opposite argument—tJiat w'e need ffiore guns on 
the street, but in the hands of the right people (like the higJi-school 
girl above, instead of her mugger). The economist John R. Lott Jr. is 
the main champion of this idea. His calling card is the book Afore 
Guns, Less Crime, in which he argues that violent crime has decreased 
in areas w'here law'-abiding citizens are allowed to carry concealed 
w'eapons. His theory might be surprising, but it is sensible. If a crimi¬ 
nal thinks his potential victim may be armed, he ma)" be deterred 
from committing the crime. Handgun opponents call Lott a pro-gun 
ideologue, and Lott let himself become a lightning rod for gun con¬ 
troversy. He exacerbated his trouble by creating a pseudo man, “Mary 
Rosh,” to defend his theory in online debates. Rosh, identifying her¬ 
self as a former student of Lott’s, praised her teacher’s intellect, his 
evenhandedness, his chaj isma. I have to say that he was the best pro¬ 
fessor that I ev'er had,” s/he w'rote. “You wouldn’t know' that he was a 
bight-wing’ ideologue from the class.. . . There were a group of us 
students w'ho would tn=' to take any class that he taught. Lott hnallv 
had to tell us that it was best for us to try and take classes from other 
professors more to be exposed to other ways of teaching graduate ma¬ 
terial.” Then there w'as the troubling allegation that Lott actually in- 
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vented some of the survey datii that support his more-guns/less-crime 
theorv. Reeardk-ss of whetJier the data were faked, Lott’s admittedlv 
intriguing hypothesis doesn’t seem to be true. When other scholars 
have tried to replicate his results, the}^ found that right-to-carry laws 
simply don’t bring down crime. 

Consider the next crime-drop explanation: dir kursdng of the cmck 
bubble. Crack cocaine was such a potent, addictive drug that a hugely 
prolitable market had been created practically overnight. True, it was 
only the leaders of the crack gangs who were getting rich. But that 
only made tire street-level dealers all the more desperate to advance. 
Many of them were w'illing to kill tlieir rivals to do so, wiiether the 
rival belonged to the same gang or a different one. There were also gun 
battles over ^'aluable drug-selling corners. The typical crack murder 
involved one crack dealer shooting anothei' (or two of them, or three) 
and not, contrary to conventional wusdom, some bug-eyed crackhead 
shooting a shopkeeper over a tew dollars. The result was a huge in¬ 
crease in violent crime. One study found that more than 25 percent of 
the homicides in New York City in 1 988 were crack-related. 

The violence associated with crack began to ebb in about 1991. 
This has led man}^ people to think that crack itself w'ent away. It 
didn’t. Smoking crack remains much more popular today than most 
people realize. Nearly 5 percent of all arrests in tJie United States are 
still related to cocaine (as against 6 percent at craclfs peak); nor have 
emergency room visits lor crack users diminished all that much. 

Wliat did go away w'ere the huge profits for selling crack. The price 
of cocaine had bee]! falling for years, and it got only cheaper as crack 
grew' more popular. Dealers began to underprice one another; profits 
vanished. The crack bubble burst as dramatically as tJie Nasdaq bub¬ 
ble would eventually burst. (Think of the first generation of crack 
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dealers as die Microsoft millionaires; chijik of the second generation 
as Pets.com.) As veteran crack dealers were killed or sent to prison, 
3 t>imger dealers decided chat the smaller profits didn’t justify the risk. 
The tournament had lost its allure. It was no longer worth killing 
someone to steal their crack turf, and cercaijily not w'orth being killed. 

So the violence abated. From 1991 to 2001, the homicide race 
among young black men—who were disproportionately represented 
among cmck dealers—fell 48 percent, cojnpared to 30 percejit for 
older black men a]id older wii ice men. (Another mi nor contributor to 
the falling homicide race is the fact chat some crack dealers cook to 
shooting their enemies in the buttocks rather chan murdering them; 
this method of violent insult was considered more degrading—and 
was obviously less severely punished—chan murder.) All told, the 
crash of the crack market accounted for ronghh^ 15 percent of the 
crime drop of the 1990s—a substantial factor, to be sure, chough it 
should be noted chat crack w'as responsible for far more chan 15 per¬ 
cent of the crime ificmfseof the 198Os. hi ocher words, the net effect 
of crack is still being felt in the form of violent crime, to sai’' nothing 
of the miseries the drug itself continues to cause. 


The final pair of crime-drop e^cplanations concern two demographic 
trends. The first one received mani^ media citations: po/>u- 


Until crime fell so drastically, no one talked about this theori^at all. 
In fact, the “bloodbath” school of criminologyw'as touting exactly the 
opposite theory—chat an increase in the teenage share of the popula¬ 
tion would produce a crop of superpredators w'ho would lay the na¬ 
tion low'. “Just beyond the horizon, there lurks a cloud that the w'inds 
w'ill soon bring over us,” James Q. Wilson wrote in 1995. “The pop¬ 
ulation w'ill start getting younger again. . . . Get read}':’' 
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Bu[ overall, che teemrge share of the population imsnt getting 
much bi^ser. Criminolosists lUte Wilson ajid james Alan Fox had 
badh^ misread the demographic data. The real population gro’^th in 
the 19?0s was in fact amons; the elderly. Wiile this may have been 

J* ■’ 

scarr news in terms of Medicare and Social Securin’, the average 

f J" • O 

American had little to fear from the grow'ing horde of oldsters. It 
shouldn’t be surprising to learn that elderly people are not vtij crimi¬ 
nally intent; the average sLxty-five-year-old is about one-fiftieth as 
likely to be arrested as the average teenager. That is wiiat jnakes this 
aging-of-the-populacion theory of crime reduction so appealingly 
tidy: since people mellow out as they get older, more older people 
must lead to less crime. But a thorough look at the data reveals that 
the graying of America did nothing to bring dow'n crime in the 1990s. 
Demographic change is too slow and subtle a process—you don’t 
graduate from teenage hoodlum to senior citizen in Just a few'years— 
to even begin to explain the suddenness of the crime declijie. 

There was another denrographic change, however, unforeseen and 
long-gestating, that did drastically reduce crime in the 1990s. 

Think back for a moment to Romania in 1966. Suddenly and 
w'lthout w'arning, Nicolae Ceau^escu declared abortion illegal. The 
children born in the w'akeof the abortion ban were much more likely 

l" 

to become criminals than children born earlier. Why w'as that? Stud¬ 
ies in other parts of Eastern Europe and in Scandinavia from the 
1930s through the 1960s reveal a similar trend. In most of these cases, 
abortion wa.s not forbidden outright, but a w'oman had to receive per¬ 
mission from a [udge in order to obtain one. Researchers found that 
in the instances w'here the woman was denied an abortion, she often 
resented her bab}" and failed to provide it with a good home. Even 
w'hen controlling for the income, age, education, and health of the 
mother, the researchers found that these children too were more likely 
to become criminals. 
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The United States, meanwhile, has had a diffeienc abortion hiscory 
than Europe. In the early days of tire nacion, it was permissible to have 
an abortion prior to "quickening”—that is, when the first movemerits 
of the fetus could be felt, usually around the sixteentir to ei&hteerith 

j Cl 

week of pregnairc}’'. In 1S28, New York became the first state to re¬ 
strict abortion; by 1900 it had been made illegal throughout the 
country. Abortion in the twentieth century was often dangerous and 
usually expensive. Fewer poor women, therefore, had abortions. They 
also had less access to birth control. What they did Jrave, accordingly 
was a lot more babies. 

In the late 1960s, sev'eral states began to allow' abortion under ex¬ 
treme circumstajices: rape, incest, or danger to the jnother. By 1970 
five states had made abortion entirely legal and broadly available: 
New'York, California, Washington, ^Alaska, and Hawaii. On January 
22, 197^, legalized abortiojr was suddenly extended to the entire 

^ • S' ^ 

countiy w'ith the U.S. Supreme Court’s ruling in Roe' u The 

majority opinion, written by Justice Harry Blackmun, spoke specifi¬ 
cally to the would-be mother’s predicament: 

The detriment that the State would ijnpose upon the pregnant 
w'oman by denying this choice altogether is apparent. . .. 
Maternity, or additional offspring, may force upon the woman 
a distressful life and future. Psychological harm may be immi¬ 
nent. Mental and ph}'sical health ma;*' be taxed by child care. 
There is also the distress, for all concerned, associated w'ith tire 
unwanted child, and there is the problem of bringing a child 
into a family already unable, psychologically and otherwise, to 
care for it. 

The Supreme Court gave voice to what the motlrers in Romania 
and Scandinavia—and elsew'here—had long known: w'hen a woman 


137 





FREAKONOMICS 


does no[ want to have a ch[ld, she usiially has good reason. She may be 
unmarried or in a bad marriage. Site may consider herself too poor to 
raise a cJiild. She may rhink her life is too unstable or unhappy, or she 
may tliink that her drinking or drug use will damage the baby's 
health. She may believe that she is too young or hasn’t vet received 
enough education. She may want a child badly but in a few years, not 
now. For any of a hundred reasojis, she may feel tlrat she cannot pro¬ 
vide a home environment that is conducive to raising a healthy and 
productive child. 

In the first vear after Roe ti Wade, some 750,000 women had abor- 
tions in the United States (representing one abortion for every 4 live 
births). By 19S0 the number of abortions reached 1.6 million (one 
for every 2.25 live births), where it leveled off. In a country of 225 
million people, 1.6 inillion abortions per year—one for every 140 
Americans—mav not have seemed so dramatic. In tlie first ’t^ar after 
Nicolae Ceausescifs death, when abortion was reinstated in Romania, 
there was one abortion for every fiventy-tnoo Romanians. But still: 1.6 
million American women a I’ear who got pregnant were suddejily not 
having those babies. 

Before R&e v. Vi^^de, it was predominantly the daughters of middle- 
or upper-class families who could arrange and afford a safe illegal 
abortion. Now, instead of an illegal procedure that might cost S50O, 
any woman could easily obtain an abortion, often tor less than Si 00'. 

’'Xdiat sort of woman was most likely to take advantage of Roe 
0 . Wi^e? Very often she w'as unmarried or in her teens or poor, and 
sometimes all three, ’'^ii'liat sort of future might her child have had? 
One study has shown tliat tJie n'’pical child who went unborn in the 
earliest years of legalized abortion would have been 50 percent more 
likely than average to live in poverty; he would have also been 60 per¬ 
cent more likely to grow up w'ith just one parent. These two factors— 
childhood poverty and a single-parent household—are among the 
strongest predictors that a child w'ill have a criminal future. Grow'ing 
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up in a single-parent hoine roughly doubles a child’s propensity to 
commit crime. So does having a teenage mother, j^oother stnd-jHias 
shown that low' macerjial education is the single most pow'erful factor 
leading to criminality. 

In otlaer words, the very factors that drove millions of American 
women to have an abortion also seemed to predict that their children, 
had they been born, would have led unirappy and possibh^ criminal 
lives. 

To be sure, the legalization of abortion in the United States had 
myriad consequences. Infanticide fell dramatically. So did shotgun 
marriages, as well as the number of babies put up for adoption (which 
has led to the boom in tire adoption of foreign babies). Conceptions 
rose by nearly 30 percent, but births actually fell by 6 percent, indi¬ 
cating that mam^ women were using abortion as a method of birth 
control, a crude and drastic sort of insurance policy. 

Perhaps the most dramatic effect of legalized abortion, however, 
and one that would take years to reveal itself, w'as its impact on crime. 
In the early 1990s, iust as the first cohort of children born after Roe 
e. WadeYi 2 .'i hitting its late teen years—the years during which joung 
men enter their criminal prime—tlae rate of crime began to fall. What 
this cohort was missing, of course, were the childreji who stood the 
greatest chance of becoming criminals. And the criine rate continued 
to fall as an entire generation came of age minus the children w'hose 
mothers had not wanted to bring a child into the world. Legalized 
abortion led to less unwantedne.ss; unw'antedness leads to high crime; 
legalized abortion, therefore, led to less crime. 

This theory is bound to provoke a variety of reactions, ranging 
from disbelief to revulsion, and a varieq^of objections, ranging from 
the quotidian to the moral. The likeliest first objection is the most 
straightforw'ard one: is the theory true? Perhaps abortion and crime 
are merely correlated and not causal. 

It may be more comforting to believe what the new'spapers say, 
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that the drop in crime due co brillianc policing and clever gtin 
coirtiol and a surging ecojrojny. We have ev'oived with a [endency to 
link causalit)^ to things we can touch or feel, not to some distanc or 
difficuk phenomenon. We believe especially in near-term causes: a 
snake bites your friend, he screams wich pain, and he dies. Tire 
snakebite, )^i\ conclude, mu.5c have killed him. Most of die time, 
such a reckoning is correct. But when ir comes co cause and effecc, 
there h often a trap in such open-and-shut thinking. We smirk now' 
w'hen w'e chink of ancient cultures chac embraced faultv causes—die 
warriors w'ho believed, for instance, that it w'as their raping of a virgin 
that broughc them victory on die bactlefield. Buc w'e too embrace 
faulcy causes, usually at the urging of an experc proclaiming a tjuth in 
w'hich he has a vested incerest. 

How', then, can w'e cell if che abortion-crime link is a case of causal¬ 
ity radier than simply correlation? 

One w'ay to cesc the effect of aborcion on crime w'ould be co Jiiea- 
sure crijne daca in the five staces where aborcion was made legal before 
the Supreme Court excejided abortion rights co the re sc of che coun¬ 
try. In New' York, California, Washington, Alaska, and Hawaii, a 
w'oman had beeii able co obtain a le^sal aborcion for at least cwo I’ears 
before Roe v. And indeed, those early-legalizing scates saw' crime 
begin to fall earlier than the ocher forn^-hve scates and che District of 
Columbia. Between 198S and 1994, violent crime in the early- 
legalizing states fell 13 percent compared to the ocher states; between 
1994 and 1997, their murder races fell 23 percent more chaji those of 
the other states. 

Buc w'hat if chose earhdegalizers simply got lucky? Wliac else might 
W'e look for in the daca to establish an aborcion-crime link? 

One factor to look for w'ould be a correiaclon betw'eeji each state’s 
abortion rate and its crime race. Sure enough, the states w'ich che high¬ 
est abortion rates in che 1970s experienced the greatest crime drops in 
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the 1930s, while states wich low abortion races experienced smaller 
crime drops. (This correlacion exists even when con [rolling for a vari- 
ep" of factors chat influence crime: a state’s level of incarceration, 
number of police, and its economic situation.) Since 19S3, states w'ith 
higJr abortion rates have experienced a roughly 30 percent drop in 
crime relative to low'-a bore ion states. (New York City had high abor¬ 
tion rates afid lay within an early-legalizing .state, a pair of facts chat 
further dampen tlie claim that innovative policing caused tJie crime 
drop.) Moreover, there was no Jink between a giveji state’s abortion 
rate aird its crime race before the late i9S0s—when the first cohort af¬ 
fected by legalized abortion wias reaching its criminal prime—which 
is yet another ijrdicacion chat Roe v. was indeed the evTnt cliac 

J 

tipped the crime scale. 

There are even more correlations, positive and negative, that shore 
up the abortion-crime link. In stace.s with high abortion races, the en¬ 
tire decline in crime wus among die post-^fli!? cohort as opposed to 
older criminals. i'Ylso, studies of Australia and Canada have since es¬ 
tablished a similar link betw'een legalized abortion and crime. And the 
posc-/3(?('cohort was not only missing thousands of young male crim¬ 
inals but also thousands of single, teenage mothers—for many of the 
aborted baby girls would have been the cJiildren most likely to repli¬ 
cate their oiun motiiers’ tendencies. 

To discover that abortion was one of the greatest crime-lowering 
factors iji American historic is, needless to sa)”; farring. It feels less 
Darwiniaji than Swiftian; it calls to mind a long ago dart attributed to 
G. K. Chest ertoji: when there aren’t enough hats to go around, the 
problem isn’t solved by lopping off some heads. The crime drop was, 
in the language of economists, an "unintended benefre” of legalized 
aIxMtion. But one need not oppose abortion on moral or religious 
grounds to feel shaken by the notion of a private sadness being con¬ 
verted into a public good. 
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Indeed, there are plent}^of people who consider abortion icself to 
be a violent crime. One le^al scholar called legalized abortion worse 

S' t* 

than either slavery (since it routine!)^ ijivolves death) or the Holocaust 
(since the number of post-^lfl^'abortions in the United States, roughly 
thirp-seven million as of2004, outnumber the six million Jews killed 
in Europe). Whether or not one feels so strongly about abortion, it re¬ 
mains a singularly charged issue. Anthony V. Bouza, a former top po¬ 
lice official in botJr the Bronx and Minneapolis, discovered this when 
he ran for Minnesota governor ijt 1004. A few vears earlier, Bouza had 
w'htten a book in w'hich he called abortion “arpuablv the onlv effec- 
tive crime-prevention device adopted in this nation since the late 
1060s.” When Ek>uza's opinion was publicized just before the elec¬ 
tion, he fell sharply in the polls. And then he lost. 

How'ever a persoir feels about abortion, a question is likely to come 
to mind: w4iat are w'e to make of the trade-off of more abortion for 
less crime? Is it e^'en possible to put a number on such a complicated 
transaction? 

As it happens, economists have a curious habit of affixing numbers 
to complicated transactions. Consider the effort to save the northern 
spotted owl from extinction. One economic study found that in order 
to protect roughffi live thousand owis, the opportunip" costs—that is, 
tlie income surrendered by ffie logging industrj^ and others—would 
be S46 billion, or fust over S9 million per owi. After the£xA.’flyj Vaidez 
oil spill in 1389, another study estimated the amount that tlie typical 
American household would be willing to pay to avoid another such 
disaster: S31. An economist can affix a value even to a particular body 
part. Consider the schedule that the .state of Connecticut uses to com¬ 
pensate for work-related injuries. 

Lost or Damaged Boor Part Compensated Weeks of Pay 
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Finger (first) 
Finger (second) 


36 

29 
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Lost or Damaged Body Part 

Finger (third) 

Finger (fourth) 

Thumb (master iiand) 
Thumb (otl’ier hand) 

Hand (master) 

Hand (other) 

Arm (master) 

Arm (other) 

Toe (great) 

Toe (any other) 

Foot 

Nose 

Eye 

Kidney 

Liver 

Pane reas 

Heart 

Mammary 

Ovary 

Te sti s 

Penis 

Vagina 


CoMREN^TED Weeks of Pay 

21 

17 

63 

54 

168 

155 

208 

194 

28 

9 

125 

35 

157 

117 

347 

416 

520 

35 

35 

35 

35-104 

35-104 


Now, for die sake of argumern;, let's ask an outrageous question: 
wiiat is the relative value between a fetus and a new'born? If faced wdth 
the Solomonic task of sacri hclng; the life of one newborn for an inde¬ 
terminate number of fetuses, what number might you choose? This Is 
nothing but a thought exercise—obvioush^ there is no right answ'er— 
but it may help clarify the impact of abortion on criine. 

For a person who is either resolute!}^ pro-life or resolutely pro- 
choice, this is a simple calculation. The first, believing that life begins 
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at conception, would likeh^ consider the value of a newborn versus die 
value of a fetus to be 1:1. The second person, believing that a w'omaifs 
right to an abortion trumps aii}^other factor, w'ould llkelv argue that 
no number of fetuses can equal even one newborn. 

But let’s consider a third person. (If you idencif}^ strongly with ei¬ 
ther person number one or person number two, the fbllowung exercise 
might strike you as offensive, and you may want to skip this para¬ 
graph and the next.) This third person does not believe that a fetus is 
tlie 1:1 equivalent of a newborn, yet neither does he believe that a 
fetus has no relative value. Let’s say tJiat he is forced, for the sake of ar¬ 
gument, to affx a relative value, and he decides that 1 new'born is 
wortJi 100 fetuses. 

There are roughfo l.^> million abortions in the United States every 
}^ear. For a person who believes tiiat 1 newhorn is worth 100 fetuses, 
those 1.5 million abortions would translate—dividing 1.5 million by 
100—into the equivalent of a loss of 13,000 human lives. Fifteen 
thousand lives: that happeirs to be about the same number of people 
who die in homicides in the United States everv vear. And it is far 

H a" 

more tiian the number of homicides eliminated each ’I'ear due to le- 

J 

galized abortion. So even for someone wdio considers a fetus to be 
w'orth only one one-hundredth of a human beijig, the trade-off be- 

J ^1 ^ 

tween higher abortion and low'er crime i.s, hv an economist’s reckon- 
ing, terribly inefficient. 

’'X'hat the link between abortion and crime does say is this: when 
the government gives a woman the opportunity to make Jier own de¬ 
cision about abortion, she generally does a good [ob of figuring out if 
she is in a position to raise the baby well. If she decides she can’t, she 
often chooses the abortion. 

But once a w'oman decides she ft'///have Jrer baby, a pressing ques¬ 
tion arises: what are parents supposed to do once a child is borji? 
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Levitt found that the support at the University of Chicago went heyond the 
scholarfy. The year after he was hired^ his wife gave birth to their first chiid, 
Andrew. One day^ fust after Andrew turned a year ofd, he came down with a 
slight fever. The doctor diagnosed an earinfectiom when he started vomiting 
the next rT\orr^ng, his parents took hini to the hospital. By the foil owing day he 
was dead of pneumococcal meningitis. 

Amidst the shock and grief, Levitt had an undergraduate class that 
needed teaching, it was Gary Becker—a Nobel laureate nearing his seventieth 
birthday-who sat in for him. Another colleague, D. Gale Johnson, sent a con¬ 
dolence card that so moved Levitt that he can still cite it from memory. 

Levitt and Johnson, an agricultural economist in his eighties, began talking 
regularly. Levitt /earned that Johnson's daughter was one of the first .Ameri- 
cansto adopt a daughter from China. Soon the Levitts began proceedings to do 
the same, a girl they named Amanda, m addition to Amanda, they have since 
had a daughter, now three, and a son, nearly one year old. But Andrew's death 
has played on, in various ways. The L evitts have become close friends with the 
family of th e tittle girl to wh om they donated Andrew ' s fiver. (Jh ey also don ated 


f}is heart, but that hahy biedjAnb, r^ot surprisingly for a scboiarwbo pursues 
reaHife subjects, the death also informedievitt's work. 

He and Jeannette had joined a support group for grieving parents. Levitt 
W3S struck by how many chiidren had drowned in swjmmng pools. Jhey were 
the kind of deaths that dorttrj\3ke the newspaper—ur^ike, for instance, a cthid 
who dies while paying w/f/] a gun. 

Levitt got curious, and wenf looking for numbers that would tell the story. 
He wrote up the results as an OpEd for the Chicago Sun-Times, it featured the 
sort of plangent counterintuition for whichhehasbecorT\et3rT\ous:''ft you both 
own 3 gun and have a swimming poof in the backyard, the swimming poof is 
about too tinges more fikefy to kill 3 child than the gun is." 

-Trtc/Vfw Yonx Tj/^£:s August 3, 2003 



What Makes a Perfect Parent? 



Has tliere ever beeti aaotJier art so deyouth^ converted into a science 

J 

as the arc of parenting? 

Over the recent decades, a vast and diverse llocic of parenting ex- 
percs has arisen. Anyone who cries e\"en casually co follow cheir advice 
may be snmried, for the convencional wisdom on parencing seems to 
shift by the hour. Somecitnes it is a case of one expert differing from 
another. At other times the most vocal experts suddenly agree en 
masse that the old wisdom was w'long and that the new wisdom is, for 
a little while ac least, irrefutably right. Breast feeding, for example, is 
the only way to guarantee a healthy and intellectually advanced 
child—unless bottle feeding is the answ'er. A baby should alwa)"s be 
put to sleep on her back—until it is decreed that she slrould only be 
put to sleep on her stomach. Eating liver is either a) toxic or b) imper¬ 
ative for brain development. Spare the rod and spoil the child; spank 
the child and go to iail. 

In her book Raising America: Experts, Farenis, a?fd a Century of Ad- 
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I'iceAhofifChild^e^f; Hulbert dociimenced how parenting experts 
contradict one another and even themselves. Their banter might be 
hilarious were it not so confounding and, ofceji, scary. Garj’' Ez70, 
who in the BaSyame book series endorses an “infant-management 
strateg}’'"' for moms and dads tijhng to “achieve excellence in parent¬ 
ing,” stresses how- important it is to train a bab)^, earh^on, to sleep 
alone through the night. Otherwise, Ezzo w^arns, sleep deprivation 
might “negatively Impact an infant’s dev'eloping central nerv'ous sys¬ 
tem” and lead to learning disabilities. Advocates of “co-sleeping,” 
meanwhile, w'arn that sleeping alone is harmful to a habit’s ps}T:he 
and that he should be brought into the “family bed.” ’fthat about 
stimulatioir? In 19S3T. Berrv Brazelton WTOte that a baby arrives in 

f J 

the w'Ofld “beautifully prepared for the role of learning about him- or 

herself and the world all around.” Brazelton favored early, ardent 

■ 

stimulation—an “interactive” child. One hundred years earlier, how'- 
ever, L. Emmett Holt cautioned that a baby is not a “plaything.” 
There .should be “no forcing, no pressure, no undue stimulation” dur¬ 
ing the first two- years of a child’s life, Holt believed; the brain is grow¬ 
ing so much during that time that overstimulation might cause “a 
great deal of harm.” He also believed that a crying baby should never 
be picked up unless it is in pain. As Holt explained, a baby should be 
left to cry for fifteen to thirn^ninutes a day; “It is the baby’s exercise.” 

The ppiical parenting expert, like experts in other fields, is prone 
to sound exceedingly sure of hijnself. An expert doesn’t so much argue 
the various sides of an issue as plant his Bag firmh^on one side. That’s 
because an expert whose argument reeks of restraint or nuance often 
doesn’t get much attention. jAn expert must be bold if he hopes to al¬ 
chemize his homespun theorj*' into conventional w'lsdom. His best 
chance of doing so is to engage the public’s emotions, for emotion is 
the enemy of ratiojral argument. And as emotions go, ojre of them— 
fear—is more potent than the rest. The superpredator, Iraqi weapons 
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of mass desti’uccioit, mad-cow disease, crib death: how can we fail to 
heed die expert’s advice on tiiese horrors when, like that mean unde 
telling coo-scary stories co coo-young children, he has reduced cis to 



No one is more susceptible ro an expert’s fearmongeiing chan a 
parent. Fear is in fact a major component of the act of parenting. A 
parent, after all, is the steward of another creature’s life, a creac tire who 
in the beginning is more helpless chan the new'born of nearly any 
ocher species. This leads a lot of parents co spend a lot of their parent¬ 
ing energy simply being scared. 

The problem is tJiac the)^ are often scared of the wrong things. It’s 
not their fault, realh': Separating facts from rumors is always hard 
work, especially for a busy parent. And the w'hite noise generated by 
the experts—co say nothing of the pressure exejted by fellow par¬ 
ents—is so overwiidming chat they can barely chink for themselves. 
The facts diey do manage to glean have usually been varnished or ex¬ 
aggerated or ochenvLse taken out of contest co serve an agenda chat 
isn’t their own. 

Consider the parents of an eighc-yeartold girl najned, say, Molly. 
Her two best friends, Amy and Imani, each live nearbj’. Mollds par¬ 
ents know' that i^iy’s parents keep a gun in their house, so they have 
forbidden Molly co pla}^ there. Instead, Molly .spends a lot of time at 
Imani’s house, which has a swimming pool in the backj’ard. Molly’s 
parents feel good about having made such a smart choice to protect 
their daugJiter. 

But according to the data, their cJroice isn’t smart at all. In a given 
)^ear, there is one drowning of a child for every 11,000 residential 
pools in tlie United States. (In a coujitry w'ich 6 million pools, chi.3 
means chat roughly 5^i0 childreji under tJie age of ceji drown each 
vear.) Meanwhile, there is 1 child killed bv a t;un for every 1 million- 
plus guns. (In a country w'ith an estimated 200 million guns, this 
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means [hac roughly 173 ch[ldren under cen die each year from guns.) 
The likelihood of death by pool (1 in 11,000) versus death by gun (1 
in 1 million-plus) isn't e\'en close: Molly is roughh^ 100 times nrore 
likely to die in a sw'imming accident at Imanib house than in gunplay 
at i'^my’s. 

But most of us are, like Molly’s parents, terrible risk assessors. Peter 
Sandmaji, a self-described “risk communications consultant” in 
Princeton, New Jersey, made this point in early 2004 after a single 
case of mad-cow disease in the United States prompted an anti beef 
frenzss “The basic reality,'' Sandman told the New Yorjl? Tjmes, ‘*is that 

^ JT 

the risks that scare people and the risks that kill people are very dif¬ 
ferent.” 

Sandman offered a comparison between mad-cow' disease (a super¬ 
scar}' but exceedingly rare tJireat) and tlie spread of food-borne 
pathogens in the average home kitchen (exceedingly common but 
sojnehow not yery scary). “Risks that you control are much less a 

J ■ ^ J 

source of outrage than risks that are out of your control,” Sandman 
said. “In the case of mad-cow', it feels like it's beyond my control. I 
can't tell if my meat has prions in it or not. I can’t see it, I can’t smell it. 
Wliereas dirt in my own kitchen is very much in my owm control. I 
can cleaji my sponges. I can cleaji the floor.” 

Sandman's “controT principle might also explain why most people 
are more scared of fhdng in an airplane than driving a car. Their think¬ 
ing goes like tJiis: since I control the car, I am t he one keeping jm'self 
safe; since I have no control of the airplane, I am at the mercy of myr¬ 
iad external factors. 

So which should we actual!}' fear more, flying or driving? 

It might first help to ask a more basic question: what, exactly, are 
we afraid of? E>eatli, presumably. But the fear of death needs to be nar¬ 
rowed down. Of course we all know that we are bound to die, and we 
might w'orn' about it casualh'. But if you are told that you have a 10 
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percent ch^ince of dyiJig w[chin the next year, might worry a ioc 
more, perhaps even choosing to live to nr life differently. And if yon 
are cold that you have 10 percent chance of dting within the next 
min Lite, you'll probably panic. So it's the imminent possibility of 
death that drives tlie fear—-which means chat the most sensible way to 
calculate fear of death w'ould be to chink about it on a per-hoLir basis. 

If }ou are taking a trips and have the choice of driving or flying, yon 
might wish to consider the per-hoiir death rate of driving v'ersns fly¬ 
ing. It is true that majw^ ]nore people die in tire United States each p^ear 
in motor vehicle accidents (roughly fort)^ thousand) chan in airplane 
crashes (fewer chan one thousand). But it’s also true that most people 
spend a lot more time in cars tlian in airplanes. (More people die even 
in boating accidents each year than in airplane crashes; as w'e saw'with 
sw'imming pools versus guns, water is a lot more dangerous than most 
people chink.) The '^ti-haur death race of driving versus flying, how'- 
ever, is about equal. The tw'o contraptions are equalh' likely (or, in 
trutli, unlikeh") to lead to deatli. 

But fear best thrives in the present cense. That is w'hy experts rely 
on it; in a world chat is increasingly impatient w'idi long-term 
processes, fear is a potent short-term play. Imagine chat you are a gov¬ 
ernment official charged with procuring the funds to fight one of two 
proven killers: terrorist attacks and heart disease. Whicir cause do you 
think the members of Congress w'ill open up the coffers for? The like¬ 
lihood of any given person being killed in a terrorist attack are infini¬ 
tesimally smaller than the likelihood tirat the same person w'ill clog up 
his arteries with fattv food ajid die of heart disease. But a terrorist at- 
tack happens nour, death by heart disease is some distant, quiet catas¬ 
trophe. Terrorist acts lie beyond our control; french fries do not. Just 
as ijnpoitanc as the control factor is what Peter Sandman calls the 
dread factor. Death b)'terrorist attack (or mad-cow disease) is consid¬ 
ered wholly dreadful; death by heart disease is, for some reason, not. 
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Sandman is an expert who works boch sides of the aisle. One day 
he might lielp a groiip of environmentalists expose a public health 
hazard. His client the next da’^^ could be a fast-food CEO trvins to 
deal with an F. coU outbreak. Sandman has reduced his expertise to a 
tidy equation: Risk = hazard + outrage. For the CEO with the bad 
hamburger meat, Sandman engages in “outrage reduction""; for the 
environmentalists, it's “outrage increase.” 

Note that Sandjnan addresses the outrage but not the hazard itself. 
He concedes that outrage and hazard do not cany equal weight in his 
risk equation. “When hazard is high and outrage is low, people un¬ 
derreact,” he says. ""And when hazard is low and outrage is high, they 
overreact. ” 

So why is a swimming pool less frightening than a gun? Tlie 
thought of a child being shot through the chest with a neighbor's gun 
is gruesome, dramatic, horrifying—in a word, outrageous. Swim¬ 
ming pools do not inspire outrage. This is due in part to the familiar¬ 
ity factor. Just as most people spend more time in cars than in 
airplanes, most of us have a lot more experience swimming in pools 
than shooting guns. But it takes only about thirty seconds for a child 
to drown, and it often happens noiseless!}^. An infant can drow'n in 
water as shallow as a few' inches. The steps to prevent drowning, 
meaiiw'hile, are pretty straightforward: a watchful adult, a fence 
around the pool, a locked back door so a toddler doesn't slip outside 
unnoticed. 

If ev'ery parent follow'ed these precautiojis, the lives of perhaps four 
hundred }'oung children could be saved each ^'ear. That would out¬ 
number the lives saved by two of the most w'idely promoted inven¬ 
tions in recent memoir: safer cribs and child car seats. The data show' 
that car seats are, at best, nominal!}" helpful. It is certainly safer to 
keep a child i]i the rear seat than sitting on a lap in the front seat, 
w'here in the event of an accident he essentially becomes a profectile. 
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But the safety zo be gained here is from preventing the kids from rid¬ 
ing shotgun, not from strapping them into a 32CK) car seat. Neverthe¬ 
less, many^ parents so magnify the benefit of a car seat that they trek to 
the local police station or hrehouse to have it installed just right. 
Theirs is a gesnire of love, surely, but also a gesture of what might be 
called obsessive parenting. (Obsessive parents kjiow'who they are and 
are generally proud of the fact; non-obsessive parents also know wdro 
the obsessives are and tend to snicker at them.) 

Most innovations in the field of child safety are affiliated with— 
shock of shocks—a new product to be marketed. (Nearhffive million 
car seats are sold each year.) These products are often a response to 
sojne growing scare in which, as Peter Sandman might put it, the out¬ 
rage outweighs the hazard. Compare ffie four hundred lives that a few 
sw'imming pool precautions might save to the number of lives saved 
by far noisier crusades: child-resistant packaging (an estimated fifty 
lives a year), fiame-retardant pafamas (ten lives), keeping children 
aw'a}ffii'om airbags in cars (fewer than five young children a year have 
been killed by airbags since their introduction), and safety draw- 
strings on children’s clothing (two lives). 

Hold on a minute, you say. What does it matter if parents are ma¬ 
nipulated by experts ajid marketers? Shouldn’t w'e applaud any effort, 
regardless of how' minor or manipulative, that makes even one child 
safer? Don’t parents alread}^ have enough to worry about? After all, 
parents are responsible for one of the most awesomely important feats 
we know; the very shaping of a child’s character. Aren’t they? 


The most radical shift of late in the conventional wisdom on parent¬ 
ing has been provoked by one simple question: how much do parents 
really matter? 

Clearly, parenting matters a great deal. As the link between 
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atxjition and crime makes dear, unwanted children—who are dispro¬ 
portionately subject to neglect and abuse—ha\‘e w'orse outcomes 
than children who w'ere eagerly welcomed by their parents. But how' 
much can those eager parents actually accomplish for their children’s 
sake? 

This question represents a crescendo of decades’ worth of research. 
A long line of studies, including research into twdns who w'ere sepa¬ 
rated at birth, had already conduded that genes alone are responsible 
for perJraps 50 percent of a child’s personality and abilities. 

So if nature accounts for half of a child’s destiny, what accounts for 
the other half? Sureh" it must be the nurturing—the Baby Mozart 
tapes, the church sermons, the museum trips, the French lessons, the 
bargaining and hugging and quarreling and punishing that, in toto, 
constitute the act of parenting. But how' then to explain anotJrer fa¬ 
mous study, the Colorado Adoption Project, whidi followed the lives 
of 245 babies put up for adoption and found virtually no correlation 
between the cJrild’s personality traits and those of his adopted par¬ 
ents? Or the other studies showing that a child’s character wasn’t 
much affected whether or Jiot he was sent to dav care, whether he had 

J ^ 

one parent oj' two, whether his mother w'orked or didn’t, whether he 
had two mommies or tw'o daddies or one of each? 

These nature-iiurture discrepancies were addressed in a 19?S book 
by a little-known textbook author named Judith Rich Harris. The 
Nurwre Assumpnon was in effect an attack on obsessive parenting, a 
book so provocative that it required two subtitles: Why Children Turn 
Out the Wiy They Do and Pti rents iMrttter Less drtfn Itoit Think and Peers 
Matter Ahre. Harris argued, albeit gently, that parents are wnong to 
think they contribute so mightily to their child’s personality. This be^ 
lief, she WTOte, was a ‘"cultural myth.’" Harris argued that the top- 
dow'jr influence of parents is overwhelmed by the grassroots effect of 
peer pressure, the blunt force applied each day by friends and school¬ 
mates. 
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The Linlikeiiness of Harris’s bombshell—she ’was a grandmother, 
]io less, ’without PhD or academic affiliation—prompted both won¬ 
der and chagrin. "The public mat^ be forgiveji for saying, ‘Here w^e go 
again,’ ” ’WTOte one reviewer. “One year we’re told bonding is the key, 
the next that it’s birth order. Wait, what reallv matters is stimulation. 

^ H 

The first five t'ears of life are the most important; no, tJie first three 
}='ears; no, it’s all over by the hrst year. Forget that: It’s all genetics!’' 

But Harris’s theory was duly endorsed by a slate of heavvw'eiphts. 

f f / j O 

Among them was Steven Pinker, the cognitive psj^chologist and best¬ 
selling author, who in his ow'u book Bltw^ Siitte called Harris’s view's 
“mind-boggling” (in a good way). “Patients in traditional forms of 
pstyhotherapy while away their fifty minutes reliving childhood con¬ 
flicts and learning to blame their unhappiness on how' their parents 
treated them,” Pinker wrote. “Marw^ biographies scavenge through 
the subject’s childhood for the roots of the growm-up’s tragedies and 
triumphs. ‘Parenting experts’ make women feel like ogres if they .slip 
out of the house to work or skip a reading of Goodnight Moon. .^1 
these deeply held belieh will have to be rethought.” 

Or will the’^’? Parents wivjf matter, you telhx)urself. Besides, even if 
peers exert so much influence on a child, isn’t it the parents who es¬ 
sentially choose a child’s peers? Isn’t that why parents agonize over the 
right neighborhood, the right school, the right circle of friends? 

Still, the question of Jrow much parents matter is a good one. It is 
also terribh’' complicated. In determining a parent’s influence, which 
dimension of the child are we measuring: his personality? his school 
grades? his moral behavior? his creative abilities? his salarj^ as an adult? 
And what weight should we assign each of the many inputs that affect 
a child’s outcome: genes, family environment, socioeconomic level, 
schooling, discrimination, luck, illness, and so on? 

For the sake of argument, let’s consider the story of two bo’j’s, one 
white and one black. 

The white boy is raised in a Chicago suburb by parents who read 
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widely and involve iheniselves in school reform. His father, who has a 
decenc manufacturing [ob, often takes che boy on nature hikes. His 
motlaer is a housew'ife who will eventually go back to college and earn 
a bachelor’s degree in education. The boy is happy and performs very 
w'ell in school. His teachers think he may be a bona fide math genius. 

j" S' 

His parents encourage him and are terribly proud when he skips a 
grade. He has an adorijig younger brother who is also veiy bright. The 
famih^even holds literary salons in their home. 

t 

The black boy is born in Daiiona Beach, Florida, and his mother 

abandons him at the age of two. His father has a good job in sales but 

is a hea\w drinker. He often beats the little bo’^^with the metal end of 

^ £ 

a garden hose. One night when the boy is eleven, he is decorating a 
tabletop Christmas tree—the first one he has ei'er had—when his fa¬ 
ther starts beating up a lady friend in the kitchen. He hits her so hard 

that some teeth fly out of her mouth and land at the base of the boy’s 

^ £ 

Christmas tree, but the boy knows better than to speak up. At school 
he makes Jio effort whatsoever. Before long he is selling drugs, mug¬ 
ging suburbanites, carrying a gun. He makes sure to be asleep by the 
time his father come home from drinking, and to be out of the house 
before his father awakes. The father e\'entually goes to jail for sexual 
assault. By the age of twelve, the boy is essentialhTending for himself. 

You don’t have to believe in obsessive parenting to tliink that the 
second boy doesn’t stand a chance and that the first bo}"has it made. 
What are the odds that the second boy, with the added handicap of 
racial discrimination, will turn out to lead a prodtictive life? What are 
the odds that the first bo)”; so defth^ primed for success, will somehow' 
fail? And how' much of his fate should each boy attribute to his par¬ 
ents? 


One could theorize forever about what makes the perfect parent. For 
two reasons, the authors of this book wall not do so. The first is that 
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neicJier of us professes co be a parencing expert (alchough between 
us w'e do have six children under the age of five). The second is chat 
w'e are less persuaded by parenting theory than by w’hac the data have 
to sa)': 

Certain facets of a child's outcome—personality, for instance, or 
creativity—are not easily measured by data. But school performance 
is. And since most parents would agree that education lies at the core 
of a child's formation, it would make sense to begin by examining a 
telling set of school data. 

These data concern school choice, an issue that most people feel 
strongly about in one direction or another. True believers of school 
choice argue that their tax dollars bu)^ them the right to send tJieir 
children to the best school possible. Critics worry that school choice 
w'ill leave behind the worst students in the worst schools. Still, just 
about every parent seems to believe that hej' child will thrive if o,nly he 
can attend the school, the one with an appropriate blend of aca¬ 
demics, extracurriculars, friendliness, and safep^. 

School clioice came earh’’ to the Chicago Public School system. 
That's because the CPS, like jnost urban school districts, had a dis¬ 
proportionate number of minority students. Despite the U.S. Su¬ 
preme Court's 1954 ruling in Brown v. of Eduction of Topeka^ 

which dictated that schools be desegregated, many black CPS stu¬ 
dents continued to attend schools that were nearly all-black. So in 
19S0 the U.S. Department of Justice and the Chicago Board of Edu¬ 
cation teamed up to try to better integrate the city^-s .scJiools. It was de¬ 
creed that incoming freshmen could apply to virtually any high 
school in the district. 

Aside from its longevity, there are several reasons tire CPS school- 
choice program is a good one to stud}". It offers a huge data set— 
Chicago has the third-largest scJiool system in the country, after New' 
York and Los Angeles—as w'ell as an enormous amount of choice 
[more than sixty high schools) and flexibility. Its take-up rates are ac- 
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cordjngJy very high, wich roughly half of the CPS students opting 
out of their neighborhood school. But tiie most serendipitous aspect 
of the CPS progi'am—for the sake of a study, at least—is how the 
school-choice game was played. 

As migJrt be expected, throwing open the doors of any school to 
every freshman in Clricago tJrreatened to create bedlam. The schools 
with good test scores and high graduation rates would be rabidly over¬ 
subscribed, making it impossible to satisfy every student’s request. 

In the interest of fairness, the CPS resorted to a lottery. For a re- 
searcJier, this is a remarkable boon. A behavioral scientist could hardly 
design a better experiment in his laboratory. Just as the scientist might 
randomly assign one mouse to a treatment group and another to a 
control group, the Chicago school board effectively did the same. 
Imagine two students, statistically identical, each of whom wants to 
attend a new, better school. Thanks to how' tlie ball bounces in the 
hopper, one goes to the new school and the other stays behind. Now' 
imagine multiphing those students by the thousands. The result is a 
natural experiment on a grand scale. This was hardly the goal in the 
mind of the Chicago school officials wiio conceived the lottery. But 
w'hen view'ed in this way, the lottery offers a w'onderful means of 
measuring Just how'much school choice—or, really, a better school— 
trul}^ matters. 

So what do the data rev'eak 

The answ'er will not be heartening to obsessive parents: in this case, 
school choice barely mattered at all. It is true that the Chicago stu¬ 
dents who entered x\\^ school-choice lottery were more likely to grad¬ 
uate than the students who didn’t—which seejns to sus^est that 
school choice does make a difference. But that’s an illusion. The proof 
is in this comparison: tlie students who w'on the lottery and went to a 
“better” school did no better than equivalent .students who lost the 
lottery and w'ere left behind. That is, a student w'ho opted out of his 
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neighborhood, school was more iikeh^ to o-raduace whether or noc he 
actually won the opportunity to go to a new' school. What appears to 
be an advantag;e gained by going to a new' school isn't connected 
to the new school at all. \X'^iat this means is tliat the students—and 
parents—-w'ho choose to opt out tend to be smarter and more aca¬ 
demically motivated to begin with. But statistically, they gained no 
academic benefit by changing schools. 

And is it true that the students left behind in neighborhood 
schools suffered? No: the’^^continued to test at about die same levels as 
before the supposed brain drain. 

There w'as, how'ever, one group of students in Chicago w'ho did see 
a dramatic change: those w'ho entered a technical school or career 
aaidemy. These students performed substantialh^ better than they did 
in their old aaxdemic settings and graduated at a much higher rate 
than their past performance would have predicted. So the CPS 
school-choice progiam did help prepare a .small segment ofotherw'ise 
St juggling students for solid careers by giving them practical skills. 
But it doesn't appear that it made anyone much smarter. 

Could it realh'be that school choice doesn't much matter? No self- 
respecting parent, obsessive or otherwise, is ready to believe that. But 
w'ait: ma}he it's because the CPS stud}" measures high-school stu¬ 
dents; mavbe by then the die has already been cast. “There are too 
many students w'ho arrive at high school not prepared to do high 
school work,” Richard R Mills, the education cojnmissioner of New' 
York State, noted recentl}", “too many students w'ho arrive at high 
school reading, w'liting, and doing math at the elementar}" lev'el. We 
have to correct the problem in the earlier grades.” 

Indeed, academic studies have substantiated Mills's anxiety. In ex- 
amijiing the income gap betw'een black and white adults—it is well 
established that blacks earn .significantly less—scholars have found 
that the gap is virtually eradicated if the blacks' low'er eighth-grade 


159 




FREAKONOMICS 


test scores are taken into account. I n other words, tJre black-wJiite in¬ 
come gap is largel}^ a product of a black-white educatioji gap that 
could have been observ'ed many years earlier. “Reducing the black- 
wiiite test .score gap,” wiote the authors of one study 'Svould do more 
to promote racial equaling than am^' other strateg}’' that commands 
broad political support.” 

So where does that black-white test gap come from? Many theories 
have been put forth over the years: poverty, genetic makeup, the 
“summer setback” phejiomenon (blacks are thought to lose more 
ground than whites when school is out of session), racial bias in test¬ 
ing or in teachers’ perceptions, and a black backlash against “acting 
white.” 

In a paper called “The Economics of Acting White,’ ” the }^ung 
black Harvard economist Roland G. En^r Jr. argues that some black 
students “have tremendous disincentives to invest in particular be¬ 
haviors (i.e., education, ballet, etc.) due to the fact that they may 
be deemed a person who is trying to act like a white person (a.k.a. 
'selling-out’). Such a label, in some neighborhoods, can carrj" penal¬ 
ties that range from being deemed a social outcast, to being beaten or 
Icilled.” Fryer cites the recollections of a raung Kareem Abduhjabbar, 
know'n then as Lew Acindor, who had [ust entered the fourth grade 
in a new' school and discovered that he was a better reader than 


even the seventh graders: "When the kids found this out, I beaame a 
target. ... It was my first time away from home, m.)^ first experience 
in an all-black situation, and I found myself being punished for 
everything Fd ever been taught was right. I got all A’s and w'as hated 
for it; I spoke correctly and was called a punk. I had to learn a new' lan¬ 
guage simply to be able to deal with the threats. I had good manners 
and was a good little boy and paid for it w'ith my hide.” 

Fryer is also one of the authors of "Understanding the Black- 
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White Test Score Gap in the First Two Years of School.” This paper 
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takes ad’V'aiitage of a trove of govei nment data that helps reliably 
address the black-white gap. Perhaps more interestingly, the data do a 
nice [ob of answering the question that e\'ery parent—black, white, 
and otherwise—wants to ask: what are the factors that do and do not 
afiect a child’s performance in school? 


In the late 1990s, the U.S. Department of Education undertook a 
monumental project called the Earh^Childhood Longitudinal Study. 
The ECLS sought to measure the academic progress of more than 
uventy thousand children from kindergarten through the fifth grade. 
The subjects w'ere chosen from across the countn^ to represent an ac¬ 
curate cross section of American schoolchildren. 

The ECLS measured the students’ academic performance and 
gathered tt^pical survey informatioji about each child: his race, gen¬ 
der, family structure, socioeconomic status, the level of his parents’ 
education, and so on. But the study went well bevond these basics. It 
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also included interviews with the students’ parents (and teachers and 
school administrators), posing a long list of questions more intimate 
than those in the typical government interview: whether the parents 
spanked their children, and how'often; w'hetlier they took tliem to li¬ 
braries or museums; how' much tele^dsion the children watched. 

The result is an incredibly rich set of data—which, if the right 
questions are asked of it, tells some surprising stories. 

How' can this type of data be made to tell a reliable story? By sub¬ 
jecting it to the economist’s favorite trick: regression anah^'sis. No, re¬ 
gression analysis is not some forgotten form of psychiatric treatment. 
It is a pow'erful—if limited—tool that uses statistical techniques to 
identifvotheiw'ise elusive correlations. 

Correijrtion is notJiing more tJian a statistical term that ijidicates 
whether two variables move together. It tends to be cold outside when 
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it snmvs; chose two factors are posiciveh^ ecu related. Sunshine and 
rain, meanwhile, are neg^ciyeljr correlated. Easy enough—as long as 
there are only a couple of variables. But widi a couple of hundred 
ables, chings get harder. Regression anah'sis is che tool chac enables an 
economist to sort out chese huge piles of daca. It does so by artificially 
holding conscanc every variable except che two he wishes co focus on, 
and then show'ing how those two co-vary. 

In a pertecc world, an economist could run a controlled experi¬ 
ment just like a pln^^icist or a biologist does: setting up two samples, 
randomly manipulating one of them., and measuring the effect. But 
an economist rarely has che luxun" of such pure experimentation. 
(That’s why che school-choice lottery in Chicago was such a itappy ac¬ 
cident.) What an economist typically has is a data sec w'lth a great 
many variables, none of them randomly generated, some related and 
others not. From tJiis jumble, he must determine w'hich factors are 
correlated and wJiich are not. 

In che case of che ECLS daca, it might help co think of regression 
analysis as performing the following cask: converting each of chose 
nventy thousand schoolcliildren into a sort of circuit board w'ich an 
identical number of switches. Each swatch represents a single category 
of the child’s data: his first-grade math score, his tJrird-grade math 
score, his first-grade reading score, his third-grade reading score, his 
motlaer’s education level, his father’s income, che number of books in 
his home, the relative affluence of his neighborhood, and so on. 

Now a researcher is able to cease some insights from this very com¬ 
plicated set of daca. He can line up all tire children who sJrare many 
characteristics—all the circuit boards chac have their sw'itches flipped 
the same direcciojr—and then pinpoint che single cJiaracteriscic they 
dontshdit. This is how he isolates che true impact of tliat single sw'icch 
on the sprawling circuit board. This is Jiow the effect of tJiac switch— 
and, ev'entualh", of everv sw'itch—becomes manifest. 

Let’s say chat w'e want co ask the ECL5 daca a fundamental ques- 
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tion aboLLC pai'eQc[Qg and edLication: does having a lot of books In 
t’our home lead jrour cliild co do well in school? Regression analysis 
can’t quite answer that question, but it can answer a subth^ different 
one: does a child with a lot of books in his home tend to do better 
than a child with no books? The difference between the first and sec¬ 
ond questions is the difference between causalit}^ (question 1) and 
correlation (question 2). A regression analysis can demonstrate corre¬ 
lation, but it doesn’t prove cause. After all, there are several ways in 
wiilch two variables can be correlated. X can cause Y; Y can cause X; or 
it may be that some other factor is causing both X and Y. A regression 
alone can’t tell vou w'hether it siiow's because it’s cold, whether it’s cold 
because it snow's, or if the two Just happen to go together. 

The ECLS data do show, for instance, that a child with a lot of 
books in his home tends to test higher than a child w'ith no books. So 
those factors are correlated, and that’s nice to laiow'. But higher test 
scores are correlated w'ith many other factors as w'ell. If loti simply 
measure children w'ith a lot of books against children with no books, 
the answer may not be very meaningful. Perhaps the number of 
books in a child’s home merely indicates how' much money his par- 
en ts jnake. Wha t w'e really want to do is measu re tw'o ch ildre n who are 
alike in e\'eiy way except one—in this case, the number of books in 
his home—and see if that one factor makes a difference in his school 
performance. 

It should be said that regression analysis Is more art than science. 
(In this regard, it has a great deal in common with parenting itself.) 
But a skilled practitioner can use it to tell how meaningful a correla¬ 
tion is—and maybe even tell whether that correlation does indicate a 
causal relationship. 

So what does an analysis of the ECLS data tell us about school- 
children’s performance? A number of things. The first one concerns 
the black-white test score gap. 

It has long been observed that black children, even before tlie}^ set 
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fooc in a classroom, anderpeiibrm cheir whice coanterparts. More¬ 
over, black children didn’t measure up even when controlling for a 
wide arrav of variables. (To control for a variable is essentlallv to elim- 

i ^ J 

inace its InHcience, much as one golfer uses a handicap agalnsc an¬ 
other. In die case of an academic study sach as the ECLS, a researcher 
mlc;hc control for any number of disad’vantages tliat one student 

S' ^ ^ 

might carry when measured against the average student.) But this 
new data sec tells a different story. Mter controlling for just a few' 
variables—Including the income and education level of the child’s 
parents and the mothers age at the birth of her first child—the gap 
between black and white children is virtually eliminated at the time 
the children enter school. 

This is an encouraging finding on tw'o fronts. It means chat loung 
black children have continued to make &ains relative to their w'hice 

Cl 

counterparts. It also means that whatever gap remains can be linked to 
a handful of readily identifiable factors. The data rev'eal that black 
children w'ho perform poorh^ in school do so not because they are 
black but because they tend to come from low-income, low-education 
households. A typiaal black child and white child from the same so¬ 
cioeconomic background, however, have the same abilities in math 
and readijrg upon enterijigkindergarden. 

Great news, right? Well, not so fast. First of all, because the average 
black child is more likely to come from a low'-income, low-education 
household, the gap is verj^ real: on average, black children still are 
scoring w'orse. Worse yet, even w'hen the parents’ income and educa¬ 
tion are controlled for, the black-w'hite gap reappears w'ithin iust two 
)='ears of a child’s entering school. By the end of first grade, a black 
child is underperforjning a statistical^ equivalent w'hite child. And 
the gap steadily grow's over the second and third grades. 

XX'Ty does this happen? That’s a hard, complicated question. But 
one answer may lie in the fact that the school attended by the typical 
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black child is noc die same school atcended by the cypical white child, 
and che ttplcal black child goes to a school that is simply. . . bad. 
Even lift}" years after Brojvff. v. Board, many American schools are vir¬ 
tual ly segregated. Tire ECLS project siirv'eyed roughly one thousand 
schools, caking samples of twenty cJiildren from each. In 35 percent 
of those .schools, not a single black child was hicluded in tJie sample. 
The typsical white child in the ECLS study attends a school that is 
only 6 percent black; the ttpical black child, meanwhile, attends a 
school chat is about 60 percent black. 

Just how' are the black schools bad? Not, interestingly, in the w'ays 
that schools are traditionally measured. In terms of class size, teachers’ 

jB ^ 

education, and computer-to-scudent ratio, che schools attended by 
blacks and whites are similar. But che npical black student’s school 
has a far higher rate of troublesome indicators, such as gang problems, 
non students loitering in front of che school, and lackofPTA funding. 
These schools offer an environment that Is simply not conducive to 
learning. 

Black students are hardly tlie only ones who suffer in bad schools. 

d d 

White children in these schools also perform poor!}’: fn fact, there is 
essentially no black-white test score gap within a bad school in che 
early years once }ou control for students’ backgrounds. But all stu¬ 
dents in a bad school, black and white, do lo.se ground to scudencs in 
good schools. Perhaps educators and researchers are WTong to be so 
hung up on the black-white test score gap; the bad-school/good- 
school gap may be che more salient issue. Consider this fact: che 
ECLS data reveal that black students in good schools don't lose 
ground to their white counterparts, and black students in good 
schools outperform whites in poor schools. 

So according to these data, a child’s .school does seejn to have a 
clear impact on iris academic progress. Can the same be .said for par¬ 
enting? Did all those Baby Mozart tapes pay off? What about chose 
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maratlion readings of Gooi^njght-M oon? Was tiie move co che suburbs 
worthwhile? Do the kids with PTA parents do better than the kids 
wiiose parents have nev'er heard of the PTA? 


The w'ide-ranging ECLS data offer a number of compelling correla¬ 
tions betw'een a child’s personal circumstances and his school perfor¬ 
mance. For instance, once all other factors are controlled for, it is clear 
that students from rural areas tend to do worse than average. Subur¬ 
ban children, meanw'hile, are in the middle of the curve, wiiile urban 
children tend to score higher than average. (It jnay be that cities at¬ 
tract a more educated w'orkforce and, therefore, parents witli smar ter 
children.) On average, girls test higher than boys, and Asians test 
higher tJian w'hites—although blacks, as we have already established, 
test similarh’' to w'hites from comparable backgrounds and in compa¬ 
rable scirools. 

Knowing w^hat mu jrow know' about regression analysis, conven¬ 
tional wisdom, and the art of parenting, consider tlie follow'ing list 
of sixteen factors. According to the ECLS data, eight of the factors 
sJiow a strong correlation—positive or negative—with test scores. 
The other eight don’t seem to matter. Feel free to guess which are 
wiiich. 

The child has highly educated parents. 

The child’s family is ijitact. 

The child’s parents have high socioeconomic status. 

The child’s parents recently moved into a better neigliborhood. 

The child’s mother was thirtv or older at the rime of her lirst 

l" 

child’s birth. 

The child’s mother didn’t work betwoeji birth a]id kijidej- 
garten. 
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The child had low birch weight. 

The child attended Head Start. 

The child’s parents speak English in the home. 

The child’s parents regularly cake him to museums. 
The child is adopted. 

The child is regularly spanked. 

The child’s parents are involved in the PTA. 

The child frequently watches television. 

The child has many books in his home. 

The child’s parents read to him nearly every day. 


Here now are the eight factors chat nrr strong!}^ correlated whch test 
scores: 

The child has highly educated parents. 

The child’s parents have high socioeconomic status. 

The child’s mother was thirty or older at the time of her hrsc 

4 * 

child’s birch. 

The child had low birth weight. 

The child’s parents speak English in the home. 

The child is adopted. 

The child’s parents are involved in the PTA 
The child has many books in his home. 

And the eight chat aren’t: 

The child’s family is intact. 

The child’s parents recently moved into a better neighborhood. 
The child’s mother didn’t work betw'een birth and kinder¬ 
garten . 
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The child attended Head Start. 

The child’s parents regularly take him to museums. 
The child is regularly spanked. 

The child frequently watches television. 

The child’s parents read to him nearly e\'ery day. 


Now, two bv two: 

^ H 

Af/fiters: The child has highly educated parents. 

Doesf^'i: The child’s family is intact. 

A child wiiose parents aie highly educated typically does well in 
school; not much surprise there. A family w'ith a lot of schooling 
tends to value schooling. Perhaps more important, parents w'ith 
higher IQs tend to get more education, and IQ is strongly hereditary. 
But whether a child’s famihhs intact doesn’t seem to matter. Just as the 
earlier-cited studies show that family structure has little impact on a 
child’s personality, it does nor seem to affect his academic abilities 
either. This is not to say that families ought to go around splitting 
up willj^-nilly. It should, however, offer encotiragement to the roughly 
twenty million American schoolchildren being raised b}^ a single 
paren t. 


M?:/r(’rf.‘The child’s parents have high socioeconomic status. 
Doesnu The child’s parents recently inoved into a better neigh¬ 
borhood. 


A high socioeconomic status is strongly correlated to higher test 
scores, which seems sensible. Socioeconomic status is a strong in¬ 
dicator of success in general—it suggests a higher IQ and more 
education—and successful parents are more likely to have successful 
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children. Buc movdng to a better neighborhood doesn't improve a 
child's chances in school. It may be that moving itself is a disruptive 
force; more likely, it’s because a nicer house doesn't improve math or 
reading scores anymore than nicer sneakers maketou jump higher. 

AiifThe child's inother was thirty or older at the time of 

J 

hej' first child's birth. 

Doesri^ The child's mother didn't work between birth and 

kindergarten. 

A woman who doesn't have her first child until she is at least thirty 
is likely to see that child do w'ell in school. This mother tends to be a 

J* 

woman who wanted to get some advanced education or develop trac¬ 
tion in her career. She is also likelv to wanti child more than a teenage 
mother wants a child. This doesn't mean that an older first-time 
motlaer is necessarily a better mother, but she has put herself—and 
her children—in a more advantageous position. (It is worth noting 
that this advantage is nonexistent for a teenage mother who waits 
until she is thirty to have her second child. The ECLS data show' that 

J 

her second child w'ill perform no bettej' than her hrst.) At the same 
time, a mother who stays home from w'ork until her child goes to 
kindergarten does not seem to provide any advantage. Obsessive par¬ 
ents might find this lack of correlation bothersome—w'hat w'as the 
point of all those ^■lommy and Me classes?—but that is w'hat the data 
tell us. 


iWi iters: Th^ child had low birth weight. 
Doesni: The child attended Head Start. 


A child who had a low birth weight tends to do poorly in school. It 
may be that being born prematurefo is simpl}^hurtful to a child's over- 
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all well-being. Ic mav also be tha[ low birthweighc is a strong fore¬ 
caster of poor parenting j since a motlier who smokes or drinks or oth¬ 
erwise mistreats her bab}" in utero isn't likely to turn things around 
just because tlae baby is born. A low-birthw'eight child, in turn, is 
more likely to be a poor child—and, therefore, more likely to attend 
Head Start, the federal preschool program. But according to the 
ECLS data, Head Start does nothing for a child's future test scores. 
Despite a deep reservoir of appreciation for Head Start (one of this 
book's authors was a charter student), we must acknowledge that it 
has repeatedly been proren ineffectual. Here's a likely reason: instead 
of spending the day with his own undereducated, overworked 
mother, the typical Head Start child spends the day witJi someone 
else's undereducated, overworked mother. (And a whole roomful of 
similarly needy children.) As it happens, fewer than 30 percent of 
Head Start teachers have even a bacheloj''s degree. And the job pa^'s so 
poorly—about S21,000 for a Head Start teacher versus 540,000 for 
the average public-school kindergarten teacher—that it is unlikely to 
attract better teachers any time soon. 

child's parents speak English in the home. 

The child's parents regularly take him to museums. 

A child with English-speaking parents does better in school than 
one whose parents don't speak English. Again, not much of a surprise. 
This correlation i.s further supported by the performance of Hispanic 
students in the ECLS study. As a group, Hispanic students test 
poorly; the)^ are also disproportionately likeff to have non-English- 
speaking parents. (They do, however, tend to catch up with their 
peers in later grades.) So how about the opposite case: what if a 
mother and father are not onff proficient in English but spend tlieir 
w'eekends broadening their child's cultural horizons by taking him to 
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museums? Sorru: Culture crammint; mzv be a foundacionai belief of 
obsessive parenting, but the ECLS data show no correladon between 
museum visits and test scores. 

Affitters: The child is adopted. 

Doesnc The child is regularly spanked. 

There is a strong correlatioji—a negative one—between adoption 
and school te-st scores. Whv? Studies have shown that a child's aca- 

A 

demic abilities are far more influenced by the JQs of his biological 
parents than the IQs of his adoptive parents, and jnothers who give 
up their children for adoptioji tend to have significantly low'er IQs 
than the people who are doing the adopting. There is another expla¬ 
nation for low-achieving adoptees which, though it ma}^ seem dis¬ 
tasteful, jibes with the basic economic theory of self-interest: a 
woman who knows she whl put her baby up for adoption may not 
take the same prenatal care as a woman who is keeping her baby. 
(Consider—at the risk of furthering the distasteful thinking—how' 
ixni treat a car vounwir versus a car toll are renting; for the weekend.) 
But if arr adopted child is prone to lower test scores, a spanked child is 
not. This may seem surprising—not because spanking itself is neces¬ 
sarily detrimental but because, conventionally speaking, spanking is 
considered an unenlightened practice. We might therefore assume 
that parents wdio spank are unenlightened in otlier w'aj's. Perhaps that 
isn't the case at all. Or perhaps there is a different spanking ston^to be 
told. Remember, the ECLS survev included direct interview's with the 
children's parents. So a parent would have to sit knee to knee with a 
government researcher and admit to spanking his child. This would 
suggest that a parent who does so is either unenlightened or—more 
interestingly—congenitally honest. It may be that honesty is more 
important to good parenting than spanking is to bad parenting. 
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AfiJiters: Th^ child’s parents are involved in the VTA^ 

Doesnj^ The child frequently watches television. 

A child whose parents are involved in the PTA tends to do well in 
school—which probably indicates that parents with a strong relation¬ 
ship to education get involved in the PTA, not tJiat their PTA in¬ 
volvement somehow makes their cJiildren smarter. The ECLS data 
show no correlation, meanwhile, between a child’s test scores and the 
amount of televisioii he watches. Despite the conventional wdsdom, 
w'atching television apparently does not turn a child’s brain to mush. 
(In Finland, whose education S3^tem has been ranked the world’s 
best, jnost cJiildren do not begin school until age sev'en but have often 
learned to read on their own by watching iAmerican television with 
Finnish subtitles.) Nor, however, does using a computer at home turn 
a child into Einstein: the ECLS data show' no correlation between 
computer use and school test scores. 


Now' for the final pair of factors: 


Mtiners: The child has many books in his home. 

Doesn'a: The child’s parents read to him nearly every day. 

As noted earlier, a child w'ith maii)^ books in his home has indeed 
been found to do well on school tests. But regular!}^ reading to a child 
affect test scores. 

This w'ould seem to present a riddle. It bounces us back to our 
original question: just how much, and in w'hat ways, do parents really 
matter? 

Let’s start with the positive correlation: books in the home equal 
higher test scores. Most people w'ould look at this correlation and 
infer an obvious cause-and-effect relationship. To w'it: a little boy 
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named Isaiah has a lot of books at home; Isaiah does beautifully on his 
reading test at school; this must be because his motlieror fathej' regu- 
lariy reads to him. But Isaiah’s friend Emily who also has a lot of 
books in her home, practically never touches them. She would rather 
dress Lip her Bratz or watch cartoons, a^nd Emih" tests fust as well as 
Isaiah. Meanwhile, Isaiah and Ejnilj'^s friend Rlckj^ doesn’t have itny 
books at home. But Ricky goes to the library every day with his 
motlaer; Ricky is a reading hend. And yet he does u^orse on. his school 
tests than either Emily or Isaiah. 

\X'*liat are we to make of this? If reading books doesn’t have an im¬ 
pact on early childhood test scores, could it be that the books’ mere 
plr 3 'sical presence in the house makes the children smarter? Do books 
perform some kind of magical osmosis on a child’s brain? If so, one 
might be tempted to simply deliver a truckload of books to every 
home that contains a preschooler. 

That, in fact, is what the governor of Illinois tried to do. In early 
2004, Governor Rod Blagoievich announced a plan to mail one book 
a month to everv child in Illinois from tlie time thn^were born until 
the}" entered kindergarten. The plan would cost $26 million a }"ear. 
But, Blagojev'ich argued, this was a vital interv'ention in a state where 
40 percent of third graders read below their grade level. “When you 
own [books] and the}he}ours,”he said, “and the}" just come as part of 
}’our life, all of that will contribute to a sense . . . that books should be 
part of your life.” 

So all children borji in Illinois would end up with a sixt}"-volume 
library by the time they entered school. Does this mean they would all 

J S J J 

perform better on their reading tests? 

Probabh" not. (j 41 though we ma}" never know' for sure: in the end, 
the Illinois legislature rejected the book plan.) After all, the ECLS 
data don’t say that books in the house rm4se high test scores; it says 
only that the two are correlated. 

How should this correlation be interpreted? Here’s a likely theory: 
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most parents who bay a lot of children's books tend to be smart and 
w'ell educated to begin with. [And they pass on their smarts and work 
ethic to their kids.) Or perhaps the}^ care a great deal about education, 
and about tlieir children iji o^neral. [Which means they create an en- 
vironment that encourages and rewards learning.) Such parents may 
belie^'e—as fervently as the governor of Illinois believed—that every 
children's book is a talisman that leads to unfettered intelligence. But 
the}^ are probably WTong. A book is i n fact less a cause of intelligence 
than an mdkator. 

So what does all this have to say about the importance of parents in 
general? Consider again the eight ECLS factors that are correlated 
w'ith school test scores: 

The child has highly educated parents. 

The child's parents have high socioeconojiiic status. 

The child's mother was thirty or older at the time of her first 
child's birth. 

The child had low birth weight. 

The child’s parents speak English in the home. 

The child is adopted. 

The child's parents are ijivolved in the PTA 

The child has many books in his home. 

And the eight factors that are not: 

The child’s family is intact. 

The child's parents recently moved into a better neighborhood. 

The child’s mother didn’t work betw'een birth and kinder¬ 
garten. 

The child attended Head Start. 

The child’s parents regularly take him to museums. 
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The child is regularly spanked. 

The child frequendy wacches television. 

The child’s parents read to him. nearly e\'ery day. 

To overgeneralize a bit, the first list describes things that parents 
arCi the second list describes things that parents do. Parents who are 
well educated, successful, and healthy tend to have children who test 
well in school; but it doesn’t seem to much matter whether a child k 
trotted off to museums or spanked or sent to Head Start or frequently 
read to or plopped in front of the television. 

For parents—and parenting experts—-who are obsessed with 
child-rearing technique, this may be sobering new's. The reality is that 
technique looks to be highly overrated. 

But this is not to sa}^that parents don’t matter. Plainly they matter 
a great deal. Here is the conundrum: by the time most people pick up 
a parenting book, it is far too late. Most of the things that matter were 
decided long ago—who )x>u aj'e, whom you married, what kind of 
life}T>u lead. If you are smart, hardworking, well educated, well paid, 
and mai'j'ied to someone equally fortunate, then your children are 
more likeff to succeed. [Noj' does it hurt, in all likelihood, to be hon¬ 
est, thoughtful, loving, and curious about the w'orld.) But it isn’t so 
much a matter of what you do as a parent; it’s who you are. In this re¬ 
gard, an overbearing parent is a lot like a political candidate who be¬ 
lieves that money wins elections, whereas in truth, all the mone)^ in 
the world can’t get a candidate elected if the voters doji’t like him to 
start witla. 

In a paper titled “The Nature and Nurture of Economic Out¬ 
comes,” the economist Bruce Sacerdote addressed the nature-nurture 
debate by taking a long-tejin quantitative look at the effects of 
parenting. He used three adoptioji studie.s, two American and one 
British, each of them containing in-depth data about the adopted 
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children, rJieIr adoptive parents, and cheir biological parencs. Sacer- 
doce found that parents who adopt children are typicailv smarter, bet¬ 
ter educated, and more highly paid than the baby’s biological parents. 
But the adoptive parents’ advantages had little bearing on die child’s 
school performances. As also seen in the ECL5 data, adopted children 
test relatively poorly in school; am^ influence the adoptive parents 
might exert is seemingly outweiglied by the force of genetics. But, 
Sacerdote found, the parents were not powerless forever. By the time 
die adopted children became adults, thei^had veered sharpl 3 ^from the 
destiny that IQ alone might have predicted. Compared to similar 
children w'ho w'ere not put up for adoption, the adoptees w'ere fir 
more likely to attend college, to have a w'ell-paid fob, and to wait until 
they’were out of their teens before getting married. It was the influ¬ 
ence of the adoptive parents, Sacerdote concluded, that made the dif¬ 
ference. 
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LQvitt thinks he is onto something with b new paper about biack names. He 
wanted to know it someone with a distinctiy bi^ck name sixers an econorj\ic 
penaity. His answer—contrary toother recent research—is no. But now he has 
a bigger gtjestiomis bfack cuiture a cause at rad a! inequaiity or is it a conse¬ 
quence? For an economist^ even tor Levitt, tt^s j’s new tur1^'‘quBntitying cul¬ 
ture" he calls it. 4s a task, he fintfs it thorny, mess^. perhaps in\posdbie, and 
deeply tantalizing. 


-JfiENEW York Jit*t£:5tqAOAZ<f^, August 3, 2003 
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Perfect Parenting, Part II; or: 
Would a Roshanda by Any Other 
Name Smell as Sweet? 


Obsessive or not, any parent wants to believe that she is making a big 
difference in die kind of person her child [iirns out co be. Otherwise, 
why botlier? 

The belief in parental power is manifest in the first official act a 
parent commits: giving the baby a name. As any jnodern parent 
knows, the baby-najiiing industry is booming, as evidenced b}" a pro¬ 
liferation of books, websites, and baby-name consultants. Many par¬ 
ents seem to believe that a child cannot prosper unless it is hitched to 
the right name; names are seen to carry great aesthetic or even predic¬ 
tive powers. 

This might explain why, in 193S, a New York Cit}^ man named 
Robert Lane decided to call his baby son Winner. The Lanes, who 
lived in a housing project in Harlem, alreadj^ had several children, 
each witJi a fairh" typical name. But this boy—well, Robert Lane ap¬ 
parently had a .special feeling about this one. Winner Lane: Jiow could 
he fail with a name like that? 
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Three years lacer, the Lanes had another bab}^ boy, their sevench and 
Jasc child. For reasons char no one can quire pin down [oda)=; Robert de¬ 
cided to name this boy Loser. It doesn’t appear that Robert was un¬ 
happy about the new baby; he just seejned to get a kick out of the 
name’s bookend eftect. First a Winner, now a Loser. But if Winner Lane 
could hardly be expected to fail, could Loser Lane possibly succeed? 

Loser Lane did in fact succeed. He w'ent to prep school on a schol¬ 
arship, graduated from Lafayette College in Pennsjdyania, and [oined 
tlae New^ York Police Department (this was his mother’s longtime 
w'ish), where he made detective and, eventually, sergeant. Although 
he never hid his name, many people w'ere uncomfortable using it. “So 
I have a bunch of najnes,” he says today, “from Jimmy to James to 
w'hatev'er they want to call vou. Timmy. But the;^ rareh" call you 

a f J i> -J* J 

Loser.” Once in a while, he said, “they thrown a French twist on it: 
‘hosier.’ ” To his police colleagues, he is know'n as Lou. 

And what of his brother with the can’t-miss name? The most note^ 
worthy achievement of Winner Lane, now in his midforties, is the 
sheer length of his criminal record: nearly three dozen arrests for 
burglary, domestic violence, trespassing, resisting arrest, and other 
mayhem. 

J 

These dap. Loser and Winner barely speak. The father who 
named them is no longer alive. Clearly he had the right idea—that 
naming is destiny—but he must have gotten the boys mixed up. 

Theji there is the recent case of Temptress, a fifteen-}'ear-old girl 
whose misdeeds landed her in j^bany County Family Court in New' 
York. Tire fudge, W'i Dennis Duggan, had long taken note of the 
strange names borne b}^ some offenders. One teenage boy, jAmcher, 
had been named for the first thing his parents saw' upon reaching the 
hospital: the sign for Albany Medical Center Hospital Emergency 
Room. But Duggan considered Temptress the most outrageous name 
he h ad come aero s s. 
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“1 sen: her on: of che courcrooni so I could calk co her motlier 
abouc why she named her dauglicer Temptress,” the judge later re¬ 
called. “She said she was w'atching The Casby Show and liked [he 
}X)ung actress. I told her die actress’s name was actnallv Temposrt Bled¬ 
soe. She said she found that out later, that they had misspelled the 
name. I asked her if she knew'W'hat 'temptress’ Jiieanc, and she said she 
also found that out at some later point. Her daughter was charged 
w'ith ungovernable behavior, w'hich included bringing men into the 
home wiiile the mother was at work. I asked the mother if she had 
ever thought the daughter w'as living out her name. Most all of this 
w'enc completely over her head.” 

Was Temptress actually "living otit her name,” as Judge Duggan 
saw itr Or would she have wound up in trouble even if her mother 
had called her Chasti tv? * 

J 

It isn’t much of a stretch to assume that Temptress didn’t have ideal 
parents. Not only was her mother w'Hling to name her Temptress in 
the first place, but she w'asn’t smart enough to kjrow wiiat that word 
even meant. Nor is it so surprising, on some level, that a boy named 
Amcher would end up in famih" court. People who can’t be bothered 
to come up with a name for their child aren’t likely to be the best par¬ 
ents either. 

So does the name you give your child affect his life? Or is it your life 
reflected in his name? In either case, w'hat kind of signal does a child’s 
name send to tlae world—and most important, does it really jnatter? 


it happens. Loser and ''Otujmer, Temptress ajid Amcher w'ere all 
black. Is this fact merely a curiosit)^ or does it have some thing larger to 
say about names and culture? 


* Seenoce p„227. 
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Eveiy generation seems to proelLLce a few marquee academics who 

advance the thinking on black culture. Roland G. Fiver Jr., [he}T>ung 

black economist w'ho analysed the “acting willce” phenomenon and 

the black-white test score gap, may be among the next. His ascension 

has been unlikelv. An indifferent high-school student from an unsta- 

■■ 

ble family, he w'ent to the University of Texas at Arlington on an 
athletic scholarship. Two things happened to him during college: he 
quickly realized he would never make the NFL or the NBA: and, tak¬ 
ing his studies seriously for the first time in his life, he found he 
liked them. After graduate work at Penn State and the University of 
Chicago, he was hired as a Harvard professor at age twenty-five. His 
reputation for candid thinking on race w'as already well established. 

Fryer’s mission is the study of black underachievement. “One 
could rattle off all the statistics about blacks not doing so w'ell,” he 
says. “You can look at the black-white differential in out-of-w-edlock 
births or infant mortality oj' life expectancy. Blacks are the worst- 
perfbrjning ethnic group on SATs. Blacks earn less than wkites.They 
are still just not doing w'ell, period. I basicalh" want to figure out 
w'here blacks went wuong, and 1 want to devote my life to this.” 

In addition to economic and social disparit)^ betw'een blacks and 
w'hites, Fryer had become ijitrigued by the virtual segregation of cul¬ 
ture. Blacks and wiiites watch different television show's. {Afo}fday 
AlightFoorktills the onh^ show' that typically appears on each group’s 
top ten list; one of the most jxjpular sitcoms in history, never 

ranked in the top fifty among blacks.) They smoke different ciga¬ 
rettes. (Newports enjoy a 75 percent market share among black teen¬ 
agers versus 12 percent among w'hites; the wkite teenagers are mainly 
smoking Marlboros.) And black parents give their children names 
that are starkh^ different from w'hite children’s. 

j" 

Fryer came to wonder: is distinctive black culture a cause of the 

J 

economic disparitj' between blacks and whites or merely a reBection 
of it? 
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As with [he ECLS study, Fryer went looking for tlie answer in a 
mountain of data: birch-cercificate Information for every child born 
in California since 1961. The data, covering more chan skceen mil¬ 
lion hirchs, jjicluded standard items such as name, gender, race, birth- 
w'eighc, and the parents marital status, as well as more telling tactors 
about the parents: their zip code (which indicates socioeconomic sta¬ 
tus and a neighborhood’s racial composition), their means of paying 
the hospital bill (again, an economic indicator), and their level of ed¬ 
ucation. 

The California data prove [List how' dissimilarly black and white 
parents name their children. White and Asian-jAmerican parents, 
meajiwhile, give their children remarkably similar names; there is 
some disparity"betw^een wdiite and Hispanic-Ameiican parents, but it 
is slim compared to the black-white naming gap. 

The data also show the black-white gap to be a recent phenome¬ 
non. Until the early 1970s, there was a great overlap becvveen black 
and white names. The typical baby girl born in a black neighborhood 
in 1970 was given a name that was twice as common among blacks 
than whites. By 19 SO she received a name that w'as times more 

common among blacks. (Boys’ names moved in the same direction 
but less aggressively—probably because parents of all races are less ad¬ 
venturous with hoi's’ name^ than girls’.) Given the location and tim¬ 
ing of this change—dense urban areas where Afro-American activism 
was gathering strength—the most likely cause of the explosioji in dis¬ 
tinctive!}' black najnes was the Black Power movement, which sought 
to accentuate African culture and fight claims of black inferiority. If 
this naming revolution was indeed inspired by Black Pow'er, it would 
be one of the movement’s most endurinc; remnants. Afros today are 

Cl j 

rare, dashikis even rarer; Black Panther founder Bobby Seale is best 
know'n today for peddliiig a line of barbecue products. 

A great many black names today are unique to blacks. More than 
40 percent of the black girls born in California in a given I'ear receive 
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a name [hac not one of [he roughly 100,000 baby white girls received 
that ^ear. Even more remarkabl}'; nearly 30 percent of the black girl5 
are given a name that is unique anrong every baby, white and black, 
born that year in California. (There were also 228 babies named 

J 

Unique during the 1990s alone, and 1 each of Uneek, Uneque, and 
Uneqqee.) Even among very popular black names, there is little over¬ 
lap with w'hites. Of the 626 baby girls named Deja in the 1990s, 391 
w'ere black. Of the 454 girls named Precious, 431 were black. Of the 
51S Shanices, 310 were black. 

\Xdiat kind of parent is most likeh^ to give a child such a distinc¬ 
tively black name? The data offer a clear answer: an unjnarried, low- 
income, undereducated teenage mother from a black neighborhood 
who has a distinctively black name herself, hi Frj^er’s view, giving a 
child a super black name is a black parent’s signal of solidarity wdth the 
community. “If L start naming my kid Madison,” he says, “you might 
think, 'Oh, you want to go live across the railroad tracks, don’t you?’ ” 
If black kids who study calculus and ballet are thouglit to be “acting 
white,” Frver savs, then mothers who call their babies Shanice are 

^ j" 

simply “acting black.” 

The California study shows that many white paj'ents send as 
strong a signal in tlie opposite direction. xMore than 40 percent of the 
white babies are given names that are at least four times more com¬ 
mon among whites. Consider Connor and Cod}", Emily and Abigail. 
In one recent ten-year stretch, each of these names was given to at 
least tw'o thousand babies in California—fewer than 2 percent of 
them black. 

So what are tJie “whitest” names and the “blackest” names? 

The Twenty "Whitesf Girl Names 

1. Molly 3. Claire 

1 . Amy 4. Emily 
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5. Katie 

13. Kadierine 

6. Madeline 

14. Caidin 

7. Katelyii 

15. Kaidin 

S. Emma 

16. Holly 

9. Abigail 

17. .Allison 

10. Carly 

IS. Kaidvn 

11. Jenna 

19. Hannah 

V2. Heather 

20. Kathrvn 


The Twenty "Blackest" Girl Names 

1. Iniani 

11. Jada 

2. Ebonv 

12. Tletra 

3. Shanice 

13. Tiara 

4. Aaliyah 

j 

14. Kiara 

5. Precious 

15. Jazmine 

6.Nia 

16. Jasmin 

7. Dei’a 

17. Jazmin 

S. Diamond 

1S. Jasmine 

9. Asia 

19. .Alexus 

iO. Alh='ah 
■■ 

20. Raven 


The Twenty ' 

"Whitest" Boy Names 

1. Jake 

9. Scott 

2. Connor 

10. Logan 

3. Tanner 

11. Cole 

4. Wvm 

H 

12. Lucas 

h. Codv 

13. Bradley 

6. Dustin 

14. Jacob 

7. Luke 

15. Garrett 

S. Jack 

16. Dylan 
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17. Maxwell 

19. Brett 

IS. Hunter 

20. Colin 


The Twenty 

"BlacKesf' Boy Names 

1. DeShawn 

11. Demetrius 

2. D&Andre 

12. Reginald 

3. Marquis 

13. Jamal 

4. Darnell 

14. \''faurice 

5. Terrell 

15. Jalen 

6. Malik 

16. Darius 

7. Trevon 

17. Xavier 

S. Tyrone 

A 

IS. Terrance 

9. WiUie 

19. .4ndre 

10. Dominique 

20. Darrvl 


So how does it JiiaLter if have a vei'v wiiice name or a ven^ black 

^ J / 

name? Over the years, a series of ''audit studies'' have rrled co measure 
how people perceive different names. In a typical audit scLidy, a re¬ 
searcher w'ould send tw'o identical (and fake) resumes, one w'ich a 
traditionalh" white name and the ocher with an immigrant or 
minority-sounding name, co potential employers. The "white” 
sumes have always gleaned more fob incerv'iew's. 

According to such a study, if DeShawit Williams and Jake 
Williams sent idencical resumes co the same employer, Jake Williams 
would be more likely to get a callback. The implication is that black- 
soujiding names carry an economic penalty. Such studies are tantaliz¬ 
ing but severely limited, for they can’t explain why DeShawn didn’t 
get the call. Was he rejected because the employer is a racist and is 
cojivinced that DeShaw'n Williams is black? Or did he reject him be¬ 
cause “DeShaw'n” sounds like someone from a low-income, low- 
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ediicacion faniih'? A resume i.s a fairly undependable set of dues—a 
recent stud}^ showed that more tiian 30 percent of tJiem contain 
lies—so ''DeShawn” may simply signal a disadvajttaged background 
to an employer who believes that workers from such backgrounds are 
undependable. 

Nor do the black-white audit studies predict what might have hap¬ 
pened in a job interview: What if the employer is racist, and if he tin- 
w'ittingh^ agreed to interview' a black person who happened to have a 
white-sounding name—would he be any more likely to liire the black 
applicairt after meeting face-to-face? Or is the interview a painful and 
discouraging waste of time for the black applicant—that is, an eco¬ 
nomic penalty for having a sounding name? ^Along those same 
lines, perhaps a black person with a white name pays an economic 
penalty in the community; and what of the potential advantage 

to be gained in tlie black communit}^ by having a distinctively black 
name? But because the audit studies can't measure the actud life out- 
cojnes of the fictitious DeShawn Williams versus Jake Williams, they 
can't assess the broader impact of a distinctively black name. 

Maybe DeShaw'n should just change his name. 

People do this all the time, of course. Tire clerks in New' York City's 
civil court recently reported that name changes are at an all-time high. 
Some of the changes are purely, if bizarrely, aesthetic. Aroung couple 
named Natalie Jeremijenko and Dalton Conley recently renamed 
their four-year-old son Yo Xing Heyno Augustus Eisner iAexander 
Weiser Knuckles Jeremijenko-Conley. Some people change names 
for economic purposes: after a New York livery-cab driver named 
Michael Goldberg was shot in early 2004, it was reported that Mr. 
Goldberg was in fact an Indian-born Sikh w'ho thought it advanta¬ 
geous to take a Jewish name upon immigrating to New' York. Gold¬ 
berg’s decision might have puzzled some people in show business 
circles, where it is a time-honored tradition to change Jew'ish names. 
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Thus did Issur Danielovitch become Kirk Douglas; thus did die 
William Morris j4genc)^ri5e co prominence under its namesake, die 
former Zelnian Moses. 


The question is, would Zelnian Moses have done as w'ell had he 
not become William Morris? And would DeShaw'n Williams do anv 
better if he called himself Jake Williams or Connor Wiliams? It is 


tempting to think so—just as it is tempting to think that a truckload 
of children's books wall make a child smarter. 


Though the audit studies can't be used to truly measure Jiow much 
a name matters, the California names data can. 

How'? The California data included not only each babi^'s vital sta- 
tisties but information about the mother's lev'el of education, income 
and, most significantly, her own date of birth. This last fact made it 
possible to identify the hundreds of thousands of Cal i foniia mothers 
who had themselves been born in California and then to link them to 
their own birdi records. Now' a new and extremely potent story 
emerged from the data: it was possible to track the life outcome of any 
individual woman. This is the sort of data chain that researchers 
dream about, making it possible to identify a set of children who w'ere 
born under similar circumstances, then locate them again tw'enty or 
thirty years later to see how' the}" turned out. Among the hundreds of 
tlioLisands of such w'omen in the California data, man}" bore distinc¬ 
tively black names and mam"others did not. Using regression analysis 
to control for other factors that naiglrt influence life trajectories, it was 
then possible to measure the impact of a single factor—in this case, a 
w'oman's first name—on her educational, income, and health out¬ 


comes. 

So does a name matter? 

The data show chat, on average, a person with a distinctively 
black name—w'hecher it is a w'oinan named Imani or a man named 
DeShaw'n —does have a worse life outcome chan a woman named 
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Molly" or a man named Jake. Bu.c Ic isn’t die fault of their names. If two 
black boys, Jake Williams and DeShavvn Williams, are born In die 
same neighborhood and into the same familial and economic circum¬ 
stances, they would likelvhave similar life outcomes. But the kind of 

^ J j 

parents who name their son Jake tend to live in the same neigh¬ 
borhoods or share economic circumstances with the kind of parents 
who name their son DeShawn. a-^nd that’s why, on average, a boy 
named Jake will tend to earn more money and get more education 
than a boi' named DeShawm. A DeShawm is more likely to have been 
handicapped by a low-income, low-education, single-parent back¬ 
ground. His name is an indicator—not a cause—of his outcome. Just 
as a child with no books in his home isn’t likelv to test well in school, 
a boi" named DeShawn isn’t likeh" to do as well in life. 

And what if DeShawm changed his name to Jake or Connor: 

would his situation improve? Here’s a guess: anybody who bothers to 
change his name in the name of economic success is—like the high- 
school freshmen in Chicago who entered the school-choice lottery"— 
at least highly motivated, and motivation is probably a stronger 
indiaitorof success than, well, a name. 


Just as the ECLS data answered questions about parenting tJiat went 
well beyond the black-white test gap, the California names data tell a 
Jot of stories in addition to the one about distinctively black names. 
Broadly speaking, the data tell us how parents see themselves—and, 
more significantly, what kind of expectations they have for their chil¬ 
dren . 

Here’s a question to begin with: where does a name come from, 
anvwaTi'? Not, that is, the actual source of the name—that much is 
usually obvious: tlrere’s the Bible, there’s the huge chister of tradi¬ 
tional English and Germanic and Italian and French nanres, there are 
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pimcess names and hippie names, nostalgic names ajid place names. 
Increasingly, there are brand names (Lexus, j\imani, Bacardi, Timber- 


land) and what might be called aspirational names. The California 


data show eigJit Harvards horn during the 1990s (all of them black), 
hfceen Yales (all white), and eighteen Princetons (all black). There 
were no Doctors hut three Lawyers (all black), nine Judges (eight of 
them white), three Senators (all white), and tw^o Presidents (hoth 
black). Then there are the invented names. Roland G. Fryer Jr., while 
discussing his names researcii on a radio show, took a call from a black 
w'oman who was upset with the name just given to her baby niece. It 
was pronounced sfmh-TEED but was in fact spelled '"Shithead.” Or 
cojrsider tJie twin hoi's Orangejello and Lemonjello, also black, 
whose parents further dignified their choice by instituting the pro¬ 
nunciations oRON-z^}elb and l€-MON~z^}€lio. 

Orangejello, LemojiJello, and Shithead have I'et to catch on 
among the masses, but other names do. How' does a name migrate 
through the population, and why? Is it purely a jnatter of Zeitgeist, or 
is there some sensible explanation? We all know' that names rise and 
fall and rise—witness tJie return of Sophie and Max from near extinc¬ 
tion—but is there a discernible pattern to these movements? 

The answer lies in the California data, and the answer is I'es. 

Amont; tJie most interesting revelations in the data is the correla- 

O Cl 

tion betw'een a baby's name and the parent's socioeconomic status. 
Consider the most common female names found in middle-income 
w'hite households versus low'-incojne w'hite households. (These and 
other lists to follow' include data from the i990s alone, to ensure a 
large sample that is also current.) 


Most Common Middle-Income White Girl Names 


1. Sarah 


3. Jessica 

4. Lauren 
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5. Ashley 

6. Amanda 

7. Megaji 

8. Samantha 

9. Hannah 

10. Rachel 

i i. N[cjole 

12. Taylor 


13. Elizabech 

14. Kacherine 

15. Madison 

16. Jennifer 

17. .Alexandra 
IS. Bj’itcany 

19. Danielle 

20. Rebecca 


Most Common Low-Income White Girl Names 


1. Ashley 

2. Jessica 

3. Amanda 

4. Samantha 

5. Briccan}^ 

6. Sarah 

7. Kayla 

J 

S. Amber 
9. Megan 
10. Taylor 


11. Eniilv 

J 

12. Nicole 

13. Elizabech 

14. Heather 

15 . .Al)'ssa 

16. Scephanie 

17. Jennifer 
IS. Hannah 

19. Courtney 

20. Rebecca 


There is considerable overlap, to be sure. But keep in mind chac 
these are the most comjnon names of all, and consider the size of die 
data set. The difference bee ween consecucive positions on these li.se s 
may rep resen c several hundred or even several chousajid children. So 
if Briccamds number five on die low-income lisc and number eighteen 
on the middle-income lisc, you can be assured that Briccam^ is a decid- 

^ J t 

edl}How-end name. Ocher examples are ev'en more pronounced. Five 
names in eacli cacegory don't appear ac all in the ocher category's top 
twenty. Here are the cop five names among high-end and low-end 
fajnilies, in order of their relative disparicy with the ociier cacegory: 
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Most Common High-End White Giri Names 

1. .Alexandra 

2. LaLiren 

3. Ka[herine 

4. Madison 

5. Rachel 


Most Common Low-End White Girl Names 

1. Amber 

2. H earlier 

3. Kayla 

4. Stephanie 

5. .Alyssa 


And for the hoi's: 

Most Common High-End White Boy Names 

1. Benjamin 

2. Samuel 

3. Jonachan 

4. ^Alexander 

5 . Andrew' 


Most Common Low-End White Boy Names 

1. Codi' 

2. Brandon 

3. jAn chony 
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4. Jusdn 

5. Roberc 


Considering die relarionship between income and names, and 
given tlie fact tJiat income and ^ducamn are strongly correlated, it Is 
not surprising to find a similarh^ strong link bem'een the parents' level 
of education and the name they give their baby. Once again drawing 
from the pool of most common names among white children, here 
are the top picks of highly educated parents versus those wfith the least 
education: 

Most Common White Girl Names Among High-Education Parents 

1. Katherine 

2. Ejiirna 

3. j'Hexandra 

4. Julia 

5. Rachel 

Most Common White Girl Names Among Low-Education Parents 

1. Kayla 

2. .Amber 

3. Heather 

4. Brittany 

5. Brianna 


Most Common White Boy Names Among High-Education Parents 


1. Benjamin 

2. Samuel 

3. .Alexander 
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4. John 

5. William 


Most Common White Boy Names Among Low-Education Parents 

1. Cod;^ 

2. Travi s 

3. Brandon 

4. Justin 

5. Tjrler 


The effect is even more pronounced wheji the sajnple i.s widened 
bej’ond the most common names. Drawing from the entire Califor¬ 
nia database, here are the names that signify the most poorh^ educated 
white parents. 


The Twenty White Girl Names 
That Best Signify Low-Education Parents* 

(Averagi JiumbiT of yeais of mochir's ^ucation lj:i par^incJieses) 


1. Ang^l 

(11.38) 

11. Jazmine 

(11.94) 

2. Heaven 

(11.46) 

12. Shyanne 

(11.96) 

3. xMisty 

(11.61) 

13. Britany 

(12.03) 

4. Destiny 

(11.66) 

14. Mercedes 

(12.06) 

5. Brenda 

(11.71) 

15. Tiffanie 

(12.08) 

6. Tibatha 

(11.81) 

16. Ashly 

■ 

(12.11) 

7. Bobbie 

(11.87) 

17. Tonya 

(12.13) 

8. Brandy 

(11.89) 

18. Cn'stal 

(12.15) 

% Destinee 

(11.91) 

19. Brandie 

(12.16) 

10. Cindy 

r 

(11.92) 

20. Brandi 

(12.17) 


■ Wich 1 minimum of 100 occur/^ncis 
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If you or EomeoQe yon love is named Cindy or Brenda and is over, 
say forty and feels that those names did not formerly connote a low- 
eduaition family you are right. These names, like man)^otJiers, have 
shifted hard and fast of late. Some of the other low-education names 
are obviously misspellings, whether intentional or not, of more stan¬ 
dard names. In most cases the standard spellings of the names— 
Tabitha, Cheyenne, Tiffany, Brittam^, and Jasmine—also signih^ low 
eduattion. But the various spellings of even one name can reveal a 
strong disparity: 


Ten "Jasmines" in Ascending Order of Maternal Education 

<TMais of jnocbejj educacion Jji 


L. Jazmine 

(11.94) 

2. Jazmyne 

(12.08) 

3. Jazzmin 

(12.14) 

4. Jazzmine 

(12.16) 

5. Jasm}me 

(12.18) 

6. Jasmina 

(12.50) 

7. Jazmyn 

(12.77) 

S. Jasmine 

(12.88) 

9. Jasmin 

(13.12) 

10. Jasnyvn 

(13.23) 


Here is the list of low-education white ho’\^ names. It includes the 

9 

occasional misspelling (Micheal andTylor), but more common is the 
nickname-as-proper-name trend. 
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The Twenty White Boy Names 
That Best Signify Low-Education Parents* 

(Tceais of jnothe'/s educiciori iji j^re-jich^esl 


1. Ricky 

(ll.^>^>) 

11. Tommy 

l" 

(11.89) 

2. Joey 

(11.63) 

12. Tony 

(11.96) 

3. Jessie 

(11.66) 

13. Micheal 

(11.98) 

4. Jimmy 

(11.66) 

14. Ronnie 

(12.03) 

5. Billy 

(11.69) 

15. Randy 

(12.07) 

6. Bobby 

(11.74) 

16. Jerry 

(12.08) 

7. johnny 

(11.73) 

17. Tylor 

(12.14) 

S. Larry 

(11.80) 

18. Terry 

(12.13) 

9. Edgar 

(11.81) 

19. Danny 

(12.17) 

10. Sceve 

(11.84) 

20. Harlev 

(12.22) 


*“WL[b a mLnimum. of 100 occunsncds 

Now for the names chat signify che highest level of parental educa¬ 
tion. These names don’t have much In common, phonecically or aes¬ 
thetically, with che low-education names. The girls’ names are in mosc 
regards diverse, chough witla a fair share of licerary and ocheiwise care¬ 
ful touches. A caucion to prospeccive parents who are shopping for a 
“smarc” name: remember chac such a name won’t make voiir child 
smart; it will, however, give her che same Jiame as other smart kids— 
at least for a while. (For a much longer and more varied lisc of girl s’ 
and hoi's’ names, see p. 227) 
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The Twenty White Girl Names 
That Best Signify High-Education Parents’* 

(Tceirs of moche/s educaciori iji j^arejichas') 


1. Lucienne 

(16.60) 

11. Rotem 

(16.08) 

2. Marie-Claire 

(16.30) 

12. Oona 

(16.00) 

3. Glynnis 

(16.40) 

13. Atara 

(16.00) 

4. Adair 

(16.36) 

14. Linden 

(13.94) 

3. Meira 

(16.27) 

1L Waverh’' 

(13.93) 

6. Beatrix 

(16.26) 

16. Zolia 

(13.88) 

7. Clementine 

(16.23) 

17. Pascale 

(13.82) 

8. Philippa 

(16.21) 

IS. Eleanora 

(13.80) 

9. Aviva 

(16.18) 

19. Elika 

(13.80) 

10. Flannery 

1 * 

(16.10) 

20. Neeka 

(13.77) 


* Wich a mLnimum of 10 oocur/ences 

Now for the bojrs* names chat are turning up chese da^^s in high- 
ediicacion households. This lisc is parciculuriy hea\y on the Hebrew, 
w'ith a noticeable trend toward Irish traditionalism. 


The Twenty White Boy Names 
That Best Signify High-Education Parents* 

(Tffiais of jnoihej's educarion Jji pareji ctiesesj 


1. Doy 

(16.30) 

6. Guillaume 

(16.17) 

2. .4kiya 

(16.42) 

7. Elon 

(16.16) 

3. Sander 

(16.29) 

8. j3nsel 

(16.14) 

4. Yannick 

(16.20) 

9. Yonah 

(16.14) 

5. Sacha 

(16.18) 

10. Tor 

(16.13) 


197 



FREAKONOMICS 


11. Finnegan 

(16.13) 

16. Kia 

(15.90) 

12. MacGregor 

(16.10) 

17. Ashkon 

(15.84) 

13. Florian 

(13.?4) 

IS. Harper 

(15.83) 

14. Zei' 

(15.32) 

19. Sumner 

(15.77) 

15. Beckett 

(15.31) 

20. Calder 

(15.75) 


*'WLch a mLnJunun of 10 occurjences 


If many names on che above lists were unfamiliar to }T3 u, don't feel 
bad. Even boys' names—which have always been scarcer than girls'— 
have been proliferating wildly. This jneans chat ev'eji the most popidar 
names toda}^ are less popular chan they used co be. Consider the ten 
most popular names given to black babj^ boys in California in 1990 
and then in 2000. The top ten in 1990 includes 3,375 babies (IS.7 
percent of chose born that year), while the top ten in 2000 includes 
only 2,115 (14.6 percent of daose born that year). 

Most Popular Black Boy Names 

(Numbar of oarun^ncss In par&ncJwsw) 


1990 


1. Michael 

(532) 

2. Christopher 

(531) 

3. Anthony 

(335) 

4. Brandon 

(323) 

5. James 

(303) 

6. Joshua 

(301) 

7. Robert 

(276) 

8. David 

(243) 

9. Kevin 

(240) 

10. Justin 

(231) 


2000 


1. Isaiah 

(308) 

2. Jordan 

(267) 

3. Elijah 

(262) 

4. xMichael 

(235) 

5. Joshua 

(218) 

6. Anthony 

(208) 

7. Christopher 

(163) 

S. Jalen 

(153) 

9. Brandon 

(148) 

10. Ills tin 

(141) 
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In [he sp^Lce of ten years, even the most popular name amojig black 
baby boys (332 occurrences for Michael) became far less popular (308 
occurrences for Isaiah). So parents are plainly getting more diverse 
with names. But there's anotirer note^'orth\^ shift: in these lists: a very 
quick rate of turnover. Note that four of the 1990 names (James, 
Robert, David, and Kevin) fell out of the top ten by 2000. Granted, 
they made up the bottom half of the 1990 list. But the names that re¬ 
placed them in 2000 wcrcnt bottom d’wellers. Three of the new' 
names—Isaiah, Jordaii, and Elijah—were iji fact numbers one, two, 
and three in 2000. For an even more drastic example of how' quickly 
and thoroughly a name can cycle in and out of use, consider the ten 
most popular names given to w'hite girls in California in I960 and 
then in 2000. 


Most Popular White Girl Names 


1Q60 

2000 

1. Susan 

1. Emih" 

2. Lisa 

2. Hannah 

3. Karen 

3. Madison 

4. Mary 

J 

4. Sarah 

3. Cvnthia 

H 

3. Samantha 

6. E>eborah 

6. Lauren 

7. Linda 

7. Ashley 

S. Patricia 

8. Emma 

9. Debra 

9.Ta)dor 

10. Sairdra 

10. xM egan 


Not a single name from I960 remains in tlie top ten. But, }ou say, 
it's hard to stay popular for fort}^ years. So how about comparing 
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today’s most popular names with the top ten from only twenty j^iears 
earlier? 


Most Popular White Girl Names 


1980 

1. Jennifer 

2. Sarah 

3. Melissa 

4. Jessica 

3. Christina 

6. Amanda 

7. Nicole 

8. Michelle 

9. Heather 

10. Amber 


2000 

1. Emilv 

2. Hannah 

3. Madison 

4. Sarah 

3. Samantha 

6. Lauren 

7. Ashley 

8. Emma 

9. Taylor 

10. Megan 


A single holdover: Sarah. So where do these Emilys and Emmas 
and Laurens all come from? WOiereoji earth did Madison come from? 
It’s easy enough to see that new names become very popular very 
fast—but why? 

Let’s take another look at a pair of earlier lists. Here are the most 
popular names given to baby girls in tlie 1390s among Jow-income 
families and among families of middle income or higher. 


Most Common "High-End" White Girl Names in the 1990s 

1. ^Alexandra 

2. Lauren 

3. Katherine 

4. Madison 

5. Rachel 
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Most Common "Low-End^' White Girl Names in the 1990s 

1. Am b«r 

2. Heather 

3. Kayla 

4. Stephanie 

3 . a^yssa 

Notice anything? Yon might want to compare these najnes w4th 
the “Most Popular White Girl Names"' list on page 199, which In¬ 
cludes the top ten overall names from 19S0 and 2000. Lauren and 
Madison, two of the most popular “high-end"' names from the 1990.S, 
made the 2000 top ten list. Amber and Heather, meanwhile, two of 
the overall most popular names from 1980, are now among the “low- 
end"" names. 

There is a clear pattern at play; once a name catches on among 
high-income, highly educated parents, It starts w'orking its way dowm 
the socioeconomic ladder. ^Amber and Heather started out as high- 
end names, as did Stephanie and Brittan}’: For ever}" high-end baby 
named Stephanie or Brittany, another five lower-income girls received 
those names withiji ten ’t^ears. 

So where do lower-end families go name-shopping? Many people 
assume that naming trends are driven by celebrities. But celebrities 
actually have a weak effect on baby names. As of 2000, the pop star 
Madonna had sold 130 million records worldwide but hadn't gener¬ 
ated ev'en the ten cop)xat namings—in California, no less—required 
to make tlie master ijidex of four thousand names from which the 
sprawl]Jig list of girls' names on page 227 was drawn. Or considering 
all the Brittanys, Britneys, Brittanis, Brittanies, Brittneys, and Brittnis 
j’ou encounter these days, \Xfii might think of Britney Spears. But she 
is in fact a s}nnptom, not a cause, of the Brittany/Britney/Brittani/ 
Brittanie/Brittney/Brittni explosion. With the most common spell- 
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in£; of the name, Brictany, at number eighteen among h[gh-end fami¬ 
lies and number five among low-end familie.s, it is surely approaching 
its pull date. Decades earlier, Shirley Temple was simllarl)^a sympcom 
of tlie Shirley boom, chough she is often now remembered as its cau.se. 
(It should also be noted thac many girls’ names, indudijig Shirley, 
Carol, Le-slie, Hilary, Renee, Stacy, and Tracy began life as boys’ 
names, but girls’ names almost never cross over to bop.) 

So ic isn’t famous people who drive the name game. It is the family 
just a few blocks over, the one with the bigger house and newer car. 
The kind of families that were the firsc to call their daughters Amber 

Cl 

or Heather and are now calling them Lauren or Madison. The kind of 
families thac used to name their sons Justin or Brandon and are now' 
calling tliem j^lexanderor Benjamin. Parents are reluctant to poach a 
name from someone too near—famihnnembers or close friends—but 
many parents, whether they realize it or not, like the sound of names 
that sound “successful.” 

But as a high-end name is adopted en masse, high-end parents 
begin to abandon it. EvejitualR, it is considered so common thac even 
low'er-end parents may not want ic, whereby it falls out of the rotation 
entirely. The lower-end parents, meanw'hile, go looking for the next 
name chat the upper-end parents have broken in. 

So the implication is clear: the parents of all chose Alexandras, Lau¬ 
rens, Katherines, Madisons, and Rachels should not expect the cachet 
to last much longer. Those names are already on their way to overex¬ 
posure. Where, then, w'ill the new high-end names come from? 

It wouldn’t be surprising to find them among the “smartest” girls’ 
and boys’ names in California, listed on pages 197-9S, that are still 
fairh^ obscure. Granted, some of them—Oona and Glynnis, Florian 
and Kia—are bound to remain obscure. The same could be surmised 
of nio.sc of the Hebrew names (Rotem and Zoha, jAciva and Zev), 
even tliough mam^ of today’s most mainstream names (David, 
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Jonathan, Samnel, Benjamin, Rachel, Hannah, Sarah, Rebecca) are of 
course Hebrew' biblical names. Aviva mai^ be the one modern Hebrew' 
name chat is ready to break out: ic's eas)^ to pronounce, prett}^, peppy, 
and suitablv Hexible. 

Drawn from a pair of “smarc"' databases, here is a sampling of 
today's high-end names. Some of them, as unlikely as it seems, are 
bound to become tomoirow’'s mainstream names. Before you scoff, 
ask TOurself this: do any of chem seem more ridiculous than “Madi¬ 
son" mighc have seemed ten years ago? 


Most Popular Girl's Names of 2015? 


Annika 

Isabel 

.Ansley 

Kate 

Aya 

Lara 

Ayen'' 

Linden 

Aviva 

Maeve 

Clementine 

Marie-Clai 

Eleanor 

Ma\'a 

•* 

Ella 

Philippa 

Emma 

Plioebe 

Fiona 

Quinn 

Flannen" 

Sophie 

Grace 

Waverly 


Most Popular Boys'' Names of 2015? 


.Aidan 

Asher 

.Aldo 

Beckett 

Anderson 

Bennecc 

Ansel 

Carter 
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Coop er 

Maximilian 

Finne£;an 

xVkGresor 

Cl 

Harper 

Oliver 

Jackson 

Reagan 

Johan 

Sander 

Keyoii 

Sumner 

Liam 

Will 


ObvioQslVj a variety of mo rives are ac work when parenrs consider 
a name for their child. The}^ may want something rraditional or some¬ 
thing bohemian, something unique or something perfecth^ crendy. Ic 
would be an overstatement to suggest that all parents are looking— 
whether consciously or not—for a “smart” name or a '"high-end” 
name. But the}' are all trying to signal soTuetbingy^'iih. a name, whether 
the name is Winner or Loser, Madison ori^mher, Shithead or Sander, 
DeShawn or Jake. What the California names data suggest is that an 
overwhelming number of parents use a name to signal their own ex¬ 
pectations of how' successful their children will be. The name isn’t 
likely to make a shard of differejrce. But the parents can at least feel 
better knowing that, from the very outset, their tried their best. 
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And now, with all these pages behind us, eaiT)^ promise has been 
confirmed: this book indeed has no “unifying tlieme.” 

But if there is no unifying theme to Freakonomics, there is at least a 
common thread running through the everyday application of Freako- 
nomics. It has to do with thinking sensibh" about how' people behave 
in the real world. All it requires is a novel way of looking, of discern¬ 
ing, of measuring. This isn't necessarily a difificuk task, nor does it re¬ 
quire supersophisticaced chinking. We have essentialh" cried co figure 
out what the cypical gang member or sumo WTestler figured out on his 
own (although we had to do so in reverse). 

WTll the ability to chink such thoughts improve your life materi- 
all}'? Probably not. Perhaps you'll put up a sturdy gate around }^Lir 
sw'imming pool or push }OLir real-estate agent to work a little harder. 
But the net effect is likely to be more subtle chan chat. You might be- 
cojne more skeptical of the conventional wisdom; you may begin 
looking for hints as to how things aren't quite what they seem; per- 
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haps )TJLL will seek oiic soiiie trove of data and sift chrough It, balanc¬ 
ing yoLir intelligence and your intuition [o arrive at a glimmering new 
idea. Some of [hese ideas might make you. uncomfoj'table, even un¬ 
popular. To claim tliat legalized abortion resulted in a jnassive drop 
in crime will inevitably lead to explosive moral reactions. But the fact 
of the matter is that Freifi^onomics-styie thinking simplv doesn’t traffic 

j ^ r j 

in morality. As we suggested near the beginning of this book, if moral¬ 
ity represents an ideal world, then economics represents the actual 
world. 

The most likely result of having read this book is a simple one: 
}’ou may find yourself asking a lot of qtiestions. Many of them will 
lead to nothing. But some will produce answers that aje interest¬ 
ing, even surprising. Consider the question posed at the beginning 
of this book’s penultimate chapter: how mucJi do parents really 
matter? 

The data have by now made it clear that parents matter a great deal 
in some regards (most of which have been long determined by the 
time a child is born) ajid not at all in others (the ones we obsess 
about). You can’t blame parents for trvdiig to do something—any¬ 
thing—to help their child succeed, ev'en if it’s something as irrelevant 
as giving him a high-end hist name. 

But there is also a huge random effect that rains down on even the 
best parenting efforts. If you are in any w'av^ typical, you have know'n 
sojne intelligent and devoted parents whose child wejit badh^off the 
rails. You may have also known of the opposite instance, where a child 
succeeds despite his parents’ worst intentions and habits. 

Recall for a moment the two boys, one white and ojie black, 
who were described in chapter 5. The white boy who grew' up out¬ 
side Chicago had smart, solid, encouraging, loving parents who 
stressed education and family. The black boy from Daytona Beach 
was abandoned by his mother, was beaten by his father, and had be- 
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com? a full-fledged £:angster bi^hls teens. So what became of the two 
boys? 

The second child^ now twentj^-seven years old, is Roland G. Fryer 
Jr., the Harvard economist studying black underachievement. 

The wiiice child also made it to Harvard. But soon after, things 
w'ent badly for him. His name is Ted Kaczynski. 
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NOTES 


TKf biuJk of this book was drawn from the research of Steven D. Levjrt, often done- Ln 
concert wLrh one or more coJJaborators. The nones below include citarions for the aca¬ 
demic papers on ■which the material was based. We ha-'e also made JiberaJ use of other 
schoJars" research^ which Is also cited below^ we ihank rhem not onlv for cheir i^'ork bat 
for rhe sabseqaenr conv'ersarions rhat aUo'^'ed us no besr present rheJr ideas. Othermace- 
rlaJ In this book comes from pre\"ioasly unpublished research or Lnner\lei^,'s bv one or 
both of the authors. Material not listed in these notes drawn from neadllv accessible 
databases! news reports, and teference w'orks. 

AN EXPLANATORY NOTE 

lx—xi THE rrALtcixETi exjceelpts in thus section and elsewhete originally appeared 
in Stephen J. DuhncTi '"The Ptobabillfr"That a Real-Estate Agent Is -Cheat¬ 
ing You (and Othet Riddles of Modern LLfe)a” Nirw 
August 2003^ 

INTRODUCTION: THE HIDDEN SIDE OF EVERYTHING 

3—6 The F.^ij- AMD Ru-l op CniittE: The crime-drop atgument can be found In 
Steven D. Levitt, "Understanding ^'Tay Crime Fell In the i990^s] FourFac- 


Notes 


7-9 


tois TKar Esplajj! rhe Decline and Six Thnt Do Nor,” 

13 j no. 1 (2004), pp. 163—90. I 3—^ Tli^ iupcrpreilaton See 
Eric PooWa '"Kids with GunSi” Av:^.' Yi?rk M/igazifse:, Augusc 9? 1991^ John 
|. DiliilLo jn, ^Tbe Coming of the Super-Pieda.DorSa” Wir/^.Wy No¬ 

vember 27i 1995; Tom MorganrKam “The Lull Betoie the Storm?” 

December 4, 1 9953 EJehard ZogJjna “Now for the Bad Nci^"S] A 
Teenage Time Bomb,” Tf'wt"? January 1 5a 1996; and Ted Gesc, “Crime Time 
Bomba” U.S. Miirch 253 1996 l i 4 Jamc4 Alam Fences 

dire prcdJctJDns can be found in a pair of gov'ernment reports: “Trends in 
Iu\'enile violence: A Report to the United States Attorney" General on Cur- 
lenr and Fnture Races of |Li\"enLlc Offending” (^"ashington, EhCa Bureau of 
justice SrariscLcSa 1996) and ""Trends in juwnile VioienceL An Llpdate” 
(^■'ashing toni D.C-j Bneeau of juscLce Statistiesa 1997)^ / 4 IVesldeiit 
CLinton^s ^rfuL comment came during a 1997 speech in Boston announc¬ 
ing new" anti-crime measures^ see .41ison Mitchelh "Oiinton Urges Cam- 
paign Against Youth Crime?” Avti- Februaty^lOj 1997- / 5-6The 

s-tory of Nonna McCorwy/Jane Roei; S« Douglas S. Wood, '‘Who Is 'J ane 
Roe?"j j\nonyrnous No More^ Norma McCorvey No Longer Supports j^or- 
tion Rights?” CNNuCom^ June 13? 2003; and Norma McCorvev" with Andy 
Meisler? Roe v. Wade? (New York: 

HarperCoillns? 1994). ^ 6The ibortion-cflme Link is argued in tyiro papers 
bv" Ste^'en D. Levdtt and john J. Donohue IIL '"The Impact of Legalized 
Abortion on Crime?” Q^^rt^fy £?/'Eiri!?wf9^^irs 116? no. 2 £2001)i 

pp. 379—420; and “Further Evidence That Legalized Abortion Loitnered 
Crimec A Response to Joytz^P 393 no. 1 £2004)? 

pp. 29^49. 

THE KE-^L RLE.-^.L-EST.-UTE STDEa": The studv measuring how a real-estate agent 
treats the sale of her own home vers us acltenfs home Ls Steven D. Le\4rt and 
Chad Sy"-"er3onT “Marker Distonions ^'h-cn .^ents Are Better Informedt A 
Theoretical and Empirical Exploration of the Value of Information Ln Real 
Escare Transactions?” National Bureau of Economic Research weirking 
paper? 2005 l / 7-B Tke Lax CallLbmla auto dkcLiiilks are discussed in 
Thomas Hubbard? “An En:ipirLcaJ Examination of Moral Hazard in the 
Ythiclc Inspection Market?” 29i no, 1 £1993)? 

pp. 406-26: and in Thomas Hubbard? "'How Do Consumers Mod^'are Ex¬ 
perts? Reputariociai Inccncbes in an Auto Repair K'larker,”_/(?w?'^?/tffirfH' 

4^3 no. 2 (2002)? pp. 437—63. j" 8 DtK:tor& who perform exu^ 
C-sectlorks are examined in Jonathan Gruber and Maria Ov^'ings, “Phx^sician 
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FLnajicLailnGentjvrs and CaeaarKin Section 

.wc?wj:Vj27a no. 1 (13915)3 pp. 9?—123- 

3-12 THE MrrrH of c.MtIpaiqh sfehoihc^ is cold In greater detail ]n a trio of papcr^j 
StevnenD, Levitt, “Using Repeat Challengers to Estimate the Effect of Cam¬ 
paign Spending cm Elecrion Outcomes in rhc HoLisc3”_^?w?",PAfrr/£jfA'iljfA 

August 19343 pp- 777—3Ste\nfn D. Lcv-itt, “Congressional 
Campaign Finance offPf7:sJ?i^rti^'rs 9 (1935)a pp- 

1 33-33 i and StevTn Dl Le^lrt and James M. Snfder Jr.s ^"Tbe Impact of Fed¬ 
eral Spending on House Elecrion Outcomes 

I03i no. 1 (1937), pp-.30-33. 

13 E.IGHT GLASSES OP VATER A DAY"! Sce Rober t |. Davki “Can Warer Aid Wclghr 
Loss?^ [oumal March 163 2004 a which cites an Institute of Med¬ 

icine report concluding rtiat“there is no scientific basis for the recommenda¬ 
tion [of eight glasses of v^'atcr a day] and that most people get enough water 
through normal consumption of foods and beverages/ 

14—15 .M5AM SMrrH is scillwell worch reading, of course (especially if v'ou have infi¬ 
nite patience); so too is Robert Hcilbroncfs (N ew 

York: Simon & SchustetT 1353.), which contains memorable protiles of 
Smi th, Karl Marx, Thors teinVeblen, John Maynard Ke'r'neSa Joseph Schuni- 
peter, and other giants of economics. 


1- WHAT DO SCHOOLTEACHERS AND 
SUMO WRESTLERS HAVE IN COMMON? 


13 — 2 Q, 23 THE ISRAELI OAV-c.-uiE STumT Sec LLi Gncezy and Aldo Rustichini, “A Fine 

■ 

Is aVricitP Ji!?urfic7li!}f'L^£idStu^T^2S, no. 1 (January" 2000)3 pp- 1-17: s-nd 
LTri GneezVa “The Effect of IncentiveSj” LHiversity of Chicago ^^rking 


paper. 

22—23 MURDER THEiouGH THE AGES] See Manuel Eisnera “Secular Trends of Vio¬ 
lence, Evidence, and Theoretical InccrprerationSn'’ Cri^^ Si> 

3 ( 2003 )^ also presented in Manuel Eisnen “Violence and the 
RiseofModern Sociec>/ Ocrober2003app- 3—7- 

23 THOMAS JEFFERSON ObT CAUSE-AHt> EFPECT[ J 

(1323^ reprint. NewTfork' G.R Putnam's Sons, 13l4)a p. 1 5^'- 

24 BLOOD FOR money: Sec Richard M« Tirmuss, “The GiE of Blood,” w- 

aoii? V 8 (1971); also presen ted in ^ 

iy i?. A/. Jrfwwjy, ed. B. Abel-Smlth and K. Tirmuss (London: x411cn and 
L^nwin, 1987)- Sec also William E, Llpron, “Altruism, Attribution, and In- 
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trinsJc Ivloriviadan jji the RjecrLiLrmenc of Blood Donors/' PtiuD. dhs-, Cor¬ 
nell Ujihncrsicy^ 1973* 

25 MILLION CHILDKIH DIS.\PT?EAEtZD OV^ERWIGHT: See JcfFm" Llcb- 

man, "^'ho .4re the InoJlgibLe EITC Reclpienrsr^' PJiir^r^id 33 

(2000), pp. ii65-86„ Licbman's paper v^^as cLrLng jotin Sz[JagY"i, “Where 
Some of Those Elependencs Went," J990 

Do IrP'J' Jky:J?^}rr (ln[:cin3l Re^eniic ServLccE March 1991)i 

pp. 1612—63^ 

23-37 Ch£.^tihg Teachers ih CiiEc.^jCi03 This scud}^ which also pro%ddcs consider¬ 
able backgroond on high-staices testing, is detailed in tT*'o papers: Brian A. 
Jacob and Steven D. Le-'itt, “Rotten Apples: An Investigation of the Prev^- 
Jcnce and Ptedictots of Teacher Cheadng," Jour^i^dof Eci?wf^iiy 

1 183 no. 3 ( 2003 )? pp* 84.3—77; and Brian A. Jacob and Steven Lcvdtt, 
“CatchjngCheatLng Teachets: The Results of an Unusual Espetiment in Im¬ 
plementing Thcoty,” PiTp^?:^ (??? 2003a pp* 

1 83—209- f 27 Tke OaUaihd (ifth-g^^a<lel' with tLve extL^a-helpful tea-chen 

Based on an author interview with a former assistant superintendent of rhe 

OakJand Public Schools, f 34-33 Cheating amoiL^g North Carolina teacK- 
erss See G. H. Gav, “Standardized Tests: Irregularities in Adniinisterin^ of 
Tests Affect Test Results," ^ I?7styui:tio.rsciI Psytr/Tology 17? rio. 2 

(1 990)3 pp. 93—103-/ 33-37The story of AmeDuiican^ CEO of the Chi¬ 
cago schools, was ba^ed largely on author inter\dews' see also .4my D'Orio, 
“The Outsider Comes In," K—12 

August 2002; andvraxious Trii'wpj^articles by R^y 

Quintanilla. 

37— 38 THE UNrvEEtsrtY OP GEORGIA BASTCETBALL TEST was made pubJlc when the 

univetsit>" released 1,300 pages of doc umenn in respo nse to an Jnvncs tigarion 
by the National Collegiate Athledc Association. 

38— 45 Che-^ttng eh SuMor See Mark Duggin and Stev'en D. Levdtt, “Winning Isn't 

Ever\"th]ngr Corruption In Slutio W'restling," 92, 

no. 5 (December 2002)3 pp. 1594—1605- / 38—45 Tlieie is a lot to hntrw 

about sumo^ and quite a bit can be found in these books: Mina HaJh 77^ 
Big Boo.ic (Berkeley', CaUL: Stonebridge Press, 1997); Keisuke Ital, 

Nd.kisioof^ (Tok'i^E Shogakkan Press, 2000); and Onaruto, Yioc/po (Tokj'o: 
Line Books, 2000). / 44 Two sumo whUtUblowers die nvystcriousLy? See 
Shet>^i WuDunn, “Sumo Wrestlers (They're BIG) Facing a Hard Fall," Nfu-^ 
}^r.k Tf'wrjij june 28, 199(5^ and .Anthony Spaeth, “Sumo Quake: Japan's 
Rev'ered Sport Is Matted bv Charges of Tas E^'asion, Match Fixings Tics to 
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43-51 


Oiginized Crime, □nd Two A^Ij'sterJoLiE Deachs,” repordng by Irene M. 
KunJi and Hlrold TashlrOj September 30i 


19%. 

The B.^jGELMA>4r Paul Feldman v>.^ looking for a research economist to rake 
an inrerest in his data, and brought himself ro Sre^nen Le\itt^s attention. (Sev¬ 
eral ocher scholars had passed.) Levritt and then Dubner subsequenrlvvisited 
Feldman's bagel operation near Washington, D^C. Their research led to m 
article chat was substantially simiiar to die version of rhe story publistied 
herct Stephen h Dubner and Steven D. Levitt, "^What the Bagel Nlan Saw",'' 

Jjwff Jiane 6, 2004. Lr-Urc is also writing an aca¬ 

demic paper about Feldman's bagel operation. / 47 Tte ^^Bcer on the 
Bcach^^ study is discussed in Richard H. Thaler, “Menral j^ccounring and 
Consumer Choice,” 4 (Summer 19&5Jspp. I 19—214; also 

worrh reading Is Richard H. Thaler, T^d" 

(New-York: Free Press, 1992)- 


2- HOW IS TH E KU KLUX KLAN LIKE A GROUP OF REAL-ESTATE AGENTS? 

33—66 UHMASKtMC THE KU o-tTC kl.-\n: A number of excellent books ha-^ been 
wrlrren about the Ku Fllus Klan. For generai histor>", we relied most heavily 
on W\rn Craig Wade, Th^ Cri?s^: JVjv A'w KIux AXan r?; AmmiTci (New" 
York: Simon & Schuster, 1987)= and David AL Chalmers, A?^m- 

J'^6_5—J.965 (Garden Cit\",NlC] 

Doubleday, 1965); sm ilso Stetson Kennedy, Afi^r Ap^?^t^^x: 

Wi^r) (Gainesvillej UniwrsitL" Press of Florida, 1995)- CT most 

particular interest to us w^ias Stetson Kennedy, (Boca 

Raton: Florida Atlantic LTniversity Press, i990)i which was originally pub- 
iished as /A7w.v (London: Arco Pubiishers, 19^4)_ But 
Stetson Kennedy himself is probably the greatest living lepositorv of Klan 
lore. (For more information, see w"ww.stetsonkennedy.com; also, many of 
Kennedy's papers are housed in rhe Schomburg Center for Research in Black 
Culture in New Tcork.) The authors visited Kennedy ar his home near Jack¬ 
sonville, Florida, inter-dewing him and av'aillng ourselves of his escensive 
collection of Klan paraphernalia and documentarion. CjK'c also tried on his 
Klan robes.) ’^f'e are most grateful for his cooperation. The Harvard econo¬ 
mist Roland G. Fri^r Jr. accompanied us; he and Steven LevUttare currently 
collaboraring on a scries of papers about the Lju Klux Klan. Ic should be 
noted that Fr>"cr was drivtJig the rental car as we hrst soughr out Kennedy's 
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70-71 


71-76 



77-79 


house on a sandy back road. We stopped to ask a neighbor for directions- 
Kennedy Ls srilJ considered an enemy in BCIan ciicJes? and rhe neighbor was 
plaLnJy protecd’Lnc of Kennedy's whereabouts. So he peered into rhe car— 
direcrlyat Fn^rj who is black—^and in aJJ earnestness asked, aJJ ain t Klan, 
are ya?^ Fr^'er assured hi m ^'e were nor. 

HAPPENED TO TERM-LTPE R.^TES? See leffiev' R. Brown and Austan 
Ge»lsbee, “Does the Inrerncr Make Markets More Comperithe? Evidence 
from rhe Life Insurance Industry,",” £c£fw??^y 110* no- 3 

(June 2002)* pp.4Sl-307. 

surPLEME COURT JUSTICE LOUIS o. BRAHCJEis w-Tiung that “Sunlight is said CO 
be the best of disinfecnints^L See Louis D- Brandcis* OfJ?e^'P^pI^sMi?^s£y — 

Us^It (New York: Frederick A- Stokes, 19 14)- 
THE eii-^hd-he:w usED-CAE coHUNDEUMJ Thls rhcsis* and indeed much of 
what we think today about “as>Tnmetric Information*^ stems from a paper 
that George A. Akerlof wrote during his hrsc year as an assistant professor ar 
Berkeley in 1966—67> It was reiccced three rimes—two of the journals told 
AkerJof that they “did nor publish papers on topics of such rriviality*” as he 
Jater recalled—betore being published as George A -Akerlof, “The Market 
for "Lemons^ Q^uaJiry Llncerraintif and the Market Mechanism,"" Quiir^^rly 

jAugust 1970- Some chirti- years Jarer* the paper won 
Akerlof the Nobel Prize in Economics;; he is widely considered rhe nioesc 
man to hirre e^'er■w'Dn the aw-ard. 

THE EMEOH T^PESt As cxf this WTitlng, the tapes couJd be heard on http:// 
www.cbsnew's .com/srories/20 04/06/01/eveningne ws/mai n6_2 0626. sh tml. 
See also Richard A OppeJ Jn* “Enron Traders on Grandma AlilJie and Mak¬ 
ing Out Like Bandirs*"^ June 13i 2004. 

.^EE ahgiopl.-lSties HECES3 .M5.Y? Sce Gitia KoJata, “New Fleart Studies Ques¬ 
tion rhe Value of Opening-Aterlcs,"’ jVry March 21 * 2004- 


THE KE.\L re-^l-estate STORY, REVISITED[ See Stev'en D. Levdrt and Chad 
SjiY'erson, “Market Distortions When Agents Arc Better Informed: AThco- 
leiicaJ and Empirical Espiorarion of rhe Value of Information in Real-Escace 
Tran sac dons7 National Bureau of Economic Research working paper, 2003- 

TEEMT LOTT* NOT-so-SECEiET SEGREGATiciHisrPThc cIrcun:istajKcs sumound- 
ing Lorfs damaging comments are well summarized in Dan Goodgame 
and Karen TumuJtv^ “Lorn Tripped Up by History,^ Time.com/cnn.com, 
December 1 6* 2002- 


The We_abce5t Lin k: See Ste^'en D. Levlcc, “Tes ting Theories of Disc rlmlna- 
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tJojiE Evidence from T/ 9 ^ Eri?w?^ks 17 

(October 2004)n pp. 41-32. / 79 Tli^ theory of taste-hosjed. dlscrlmina- 
tlon originates ivltK Gar\' S. Beclcer, 75(v EfcJ WWYVy of Disni^hs£iU{?.fi 

(Chicd^: UniversLr^" of Chicago Press, 1937.)- / 79 Tlie tkeory of LnfdrnYa^ 

don-baKd. discrim inadon Ls derhed from a niimber of papers, LncJucUng 
Edmund PheJps, “A Statistical Tkccuy^ of Racism and Sexism,” 

£l"l7wp?^ (52, no. 4 ( I 972 ), pp. (539—bU ^nd Kennerh Arro'i^", ^TKe 

Theory of Dlscrlmlnadon,” i?3 Li^bor cd_ OrW 

AshenfeJtcr and Albert Rees (Princeton, NJ.e Princeton Unhersin^ PresS:. 


SO—&4 THE oNLiwn D.-^TiHG STORY! Scc Dan Ariely, Glintcr |- Hitsch? and AL Hor- 
tacsu, “Whar Alakcs You Click: An EmplrlcaJ jAnaUrsis of Online Dating,” 
Unh'ersity of Chicago H'orking paper, 2004. 

34 ^'OTERS LYING- ABOUT DIWKINS / OIOUAHU ScC Timur Kuian, Trutifs, 

Pwi/ji" i/ff.' (Cambridge, 

Mass.: Har\'ard Unh'ersity Press, 1995);: afro Kevin Sack, ‘^Go^'ernor joins 
Dinkins Attack Against Ei'V'al,” Ncu' October 27a 19^9^ and Sam 

Roberts, “Uncertainty ov'er Polls Clouds Strategy in Ma'V'or RaceTAvEi:^ 

October 313 1939- 



^'OTEEtS L^TNG Afi OUT OAVTD DUKE! Sce Kujan, 7i"«r/s, PubliiT alsO 

Peter Applebome, “Republican Quits Loiaisiana Race in Efforc to Defeat 
Ex-Klansman7 October 3i 1990: and Peter jApplebome, 


Racial Politics In South's Contests: Hot Wind of Hate or Lasc Gasp?"^ A'Vh' 


Tjs’mfr, November 5a 1990. 


S4-35 DAVID DuicE, MASTER OP EMFO RMATTOH ABUSE: Among the many heJpluJ 
sources for this material v/ete Karen Henderson, “Dadd Duke's Work- 
Release Program,” Alay 14, 2004; and the exhausthne 

john McQuaid, “Duke's Decline,” Ntric' Or&'iTfif A|>ril 13i 

2003 . 


3. WHY DO DRUG DEALERS STILL LIVE WITH THEIR MOMS? 

89—90 JOHN BCEHHETH G.AIEE-MTH^S VoH\"EHT10HAL 'WTSDOm”: Sce “The CotlCept 
of rhe Conv'entional Wisdom,” the second chapter of 77 y" 

(Boston] Houghton MiftHn, 1953). 

90 MITCH StSTb-DER AND THE HOMELESS MILLIONS: TKc COntlOV'eXSV O^ef S Didcr's 
activism v'as cohered wtdciy, particularlv Ln Colorado newspapers, during 
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91 
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93-109 


the early 19S0s and was levd sired in 1990 ’^■■Ken Sn^nder committed suicide. A 
good o^'ejTplci^" Is provided in Gary S. Becker and Giiiti'’ Nashat Becker^ 
‘^How die Homeless 'Crisis’ Was Hvped,'’ in Ti^ (Ne-i^' 

York* McGraw-HiJJ, 1997)3 pp. 173—76i tlie chapter was adapted from a 
1 994 article by the same authors. 

THEiHVEHTioH OP CHKOiMic HALITOSIS" The s trajigc and compcJiing srori" of 
Llsrcrine is bcaurifully cold in James Bl Twite helL A^s 

Us AH (Nci¥ York: CroiA'na 2000)3 pp- 60—69. 


GEORGE BUSH AS A M.MCE-BB L[E>"E COWEOV3 Sce Paul KrUgmoni “NcW 

Year’s Resolutions^” Ntru' December 26a 200.3. 

NOT AS MUCH EL^P£ AS IS COMMONLY THOUGHT’ The 2002 scadsdcs from che 


National Crime Surh'ev, w'hich is designed to elicit honest responsesa suggests 
that the lifetime risk of a ■u'oman’s being the victim of unw'anred sexual activ- 
iry or attempted unwanted sexual activity" is about one in eight (not one in 
three, as is typically argued b'r"ad\'ocatcs). For men, the National Crime Sur¬ 
vey siaggcsts a one-in-forryrLncidencCa rather than rkc onc-in-nine incidence 
cited by adTOcates. 

NOT AS MUCH CHixfE AS THERE ACTU.^LLV See Mark NiessCa '"Reporr Sav5 
Atlanta Underreported Crimes to HeJp Land 1996 OlvmpicSa” Associated 
Pressa Februar>r20a 2004. 

SuDHER Y'EHECATBSHS LoNGa StR-^NGE TeIP INTO THE t_R\CK Deh: As of thUS 

writing, Vtnkatesh is an associate professor ot socioJogy' and .African Ameri¬ 
can studies at Columbia UnKnprsitv:. / 9i-99 TLie biographical material on 
Yenkaresh w^as drai^m largely from author inter^ievL^s; see also Jordan Marsh, 
“The Gang Wav?” Chiccf^ August 8a 1 997.: and Robert L. Kaiser, 

“The Science of Fitting In,” December 10,2000. / 99-109 

The purlieu la» of the crack gaitgare cov'ered in four papers by Sudhir Al- 
ladi Venkaresh and Steven D. Le^'ittJ “The Financial Activities of an Urban 


Street Gang,” QuAirt^rly ll^i no. 3 (August 2000)a pp. 

733—39^ ^ Are We a Family or a Business?’ History and Disjuncruie in the 
LJrban American Street Gang,’' (Autumn 2000)i pp. 

427—62; “Gro^'ing Up in rhe Proiectsi The Economic lives of a Cohort of 
Men W'ho Came of Age in Chicago rubilc Ho usings” 

9 I 3 no- 2 (2001)a pp.. 79—34; and “The Poiidcai Economy of an 
American Street Gangs” American Bar Foundation working paper, 1993- 
Sec also Sudhir AJJadi Venkatesh, jdwmifitfj FnH^f .t 
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(Cam bridge, Miiss.] Harv'aid UnLveisjry Press, 2000) u / 104 
Crack dealing as the most dangerous job in America; According ro rbc 
Bureau of Labor Sratkdes, tJic ten most dangerous JcgLcimace occupacLoris 
are timber cutters, fishers, pilors and navigators, smictural metaJ w,xirkers, 
drive IS/sales wxirkeis, roofers, electrical power LnstaJJers, fiirni occuparLons, 
construction laborers, and truck drK'ers. 

109 THE imEHTioH OF N'^uoH STOCKtHos] It was Wallace Carothers, a >'oung 
Iowa-born chemist employed bv DuPont, v^bo, afrer sc^nen years of crying, 
found a way to blow' Liquid polymers chroogh tiny noailcs to create a fiber of 
superstrong strands. This was nylon. Se^ncral years later, DuPont introduced 
nylon stockings in New Tcork and London. Contrary to lore, rhe miracle 
fabric^s name did noc derive from a combination of those two cities^ names. 
Nor w'as it, as rumored, an acronym for ^"TJowT&uS'e Losr, Old Nippon,” a 
snub to Japan^s dominanr silk market. The name was actually a hepped-up 
rendering of ‘^No Run,” a slogan thar the new stocking could no tin face up¬ 
hold, but whose failLire hardly diminished rheir success. Carothers, a long¬ 
time depressh'e, did not Jiv^ to see hk invention bJossom^ he kiJJcd himself in 
1937 bi'" drinking cyanide. See Matthew E. Hermes, 

(PhiladeJphiaE ChemicaJ Heritage 

Boundarion, 1996)- 

110 CELVCE SLAM a: The Greater Dallas Council on.4Jcohol and Drug Abuse has 
compiled an extraordinarily entertaining index of cocaine street names. For 
cocaine peswderr Eadrock, Bazooka, Beam, Eerni, Bernice, BigC, Blast, Bliz¬ 
zard, Blow, BJunt, Bouncing Powder, Bump, C, Cabailo. Caine, Candy, 
Caviar, Charlie, Chicken Scratch, Coca, Cocktail, Coconut, Coke, Cola, 
Damablanca, Dust, Flake, Flex, Florida Snovy, Foo Foo, Freeze, G-Rock, 
Girl, Cioofball, Happy' Dusr, Happy' PowTlcr, Happy'Trails, Heaven, King, 
Lady, Lady'Caine, Late Night, Dnc, MamaCocac Mircliing Dust/Powder, 
Mojo, Monster, Mujer, NievT, Nose, Nose Candy, P-Dogs, Peruvian, Pow¬ 
der, Press, Prime Time, Rush, Shot, Sleighride, Sniff, Snort, Snow', Snow¬ 
birds, Soda, Speedbail, Sporting, Stardust, Sugar, Swxiet Stuff, Toke, Trails, 
White Lady', W^hlte Powdery Yc^'o, Zip. For smokeablc cocainet Base, Ball, 
Beat, Bisquits, Bones, Boost, Boulders, Brick, Bump, Cakes, Casper, Chalk, 
Cookies, Crumbs, Cubes, Farba^, Freebase, Gravel, Hardball, Hell, Kibbles 
n Bits, Kry'pronitc, Lo^^c, Moonrocks, Nuggets, Onion, Pebbles, Piedras, 
Piece, Ready Rock, Roca, Rjock(s), Rock Star, Scorry, Scrabble, Smoke 
House, Stones, Teeth, Tornado. 
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110 THEjoHHHY APPiJESEED OP CELfljCKr OEcar Dinllo BJajLclon and his purported 

aJJiancc w.'ith iht Central InDC-iLigence j'lgen.cy are dLscusscd in g^at decaiL 
aud in a manner char stirred great conrrovers)", in a rtirec-part Siju 
^wa'jVfW 'y series bv'Gan." Webba beginning on August ISa 1 See also Tim 

Goldena ^Tbough Evidence Is Tbin, Tale of CJ*A. and Drugs Has a Life of 
Its Own,’^ P/eic' October 211 199t': and Garv Webb, Di;f.ri: AI- 

Thf CIAf G7?3J7tas'j C?L"di.vtf £xpi:?siof^ (Ncis,' York: 

Se-^en Stories Press, 199S).TJTe tJ_S. Deparrmenc of Justice Jatcr examined 
the matter in derail in ‘‘The C.I A.-Contra-Crack Cocaine Conaov'ersyi A 
Re^.’^lew of rhe Justice Departmenfs Inv'escL^tions and Prosccutionsa” a’^'ail- 
able as of thjs ^^xicing at^"K-T\-.usdoj-gov/oig/speciaI^9712/ch01pl.ticm. 

111 GAWGS iw .^.MEEUC.^: Sec Frederick Thrasher, 37jf (Chucagoi Uni'V'ersitv 
ofChicago Press, 1927)^ 

113 The Sheihk3hg or V\kious Black- White Gi^rs, Pke-crack: See Rebecca 
Blank-. “An of Social and Economic Trends By Racef^ Ln Wd^jL".! 

cd. Neil J. Smelser? WiJJiam. 
IuUlls Wilson, and Fairh Mitchell (Washington, D.C.: Narional Academi- 

Press, 2001), pp. 21—40. i 113 R■egai^dIlt•g blick in^nt nioi'tallh', see 
Douglas V. .^mond, Kenneth Y. Chav, and Michael Greenscone, “CiviJ 
Rights, che War on Poverty^, and Black-White Com'ergence in Infent Mor¬ 
tality in NlississippiC National Bureau of Economic Research working 
paper, 2003- 

113-14 THE VAE-tous DESTEUCTT^'E EPPECTS OF CRACK ate ducussed in Roland G. 

Fry^erJr, Paul Heacon, Steven Du LevUtt, and Kr-in Murphy, “The Impact of 
Crack Cocaine,"’ Llnh-nersityofChicago working paper, 2003^ 

4. WHERE HAVE ALL THE CRIMINALS GONE? 

1 17-19 Ntcolae Ce.*jli^esctliY jAboeteoh Ban: Background information on Rjouki- 
niaand the Ccauscscus was drawn from a ■v'arie tv of sources, including “East¬ 
ern Europe, the Third Communism,” March IS, 196^; “Ceauscscu 

Ruled with an Iron Grip,” December 26, 19S9; RaJph Blu- 

menrhal, “The Ceau^escust 24 Years of Fierce Repression, Isolation and In¬ 
dependence,” A'Vh.' Yofi^ December 26, 19S9; Sergic Schmemann, “In 

Cradle of Rumanian Flr-^lc, Anger Quickly Overcame Fear,” jVrw-' 
Tmes-f December .30, 1989j Karen Breslau, “0\Trplanned Parenthood: 
Ccaujescus Cruel Law,” January 22, 1 990; and Nicolas Holman, 
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“The Economic Legacy of Ceaujesciia'^ 1934. / 

1 ISTke- link betn're-ik tk-c Roman tan aboi’tlon ban aad. lif^ outHxmncs: has 

bcon explored in a pair of papers: CristiaR Pop-ElechcSa “The Impact ol an 
Abortion Ban on Socio-Economic Outcomes of CKLldrenr Evidence from 
Romanlai^ Columbia LTnbrcrsit^" w.'orking paper, 2002^ and Cristian Pop- 
EJcches, “The Supph^ of Birrh ControJ Methods, Education and FertLLit\'i 
Evidence from RomanLa,” CoJumbLa Unh'ersiti.'' w,'orking papers 2002l 

119—20 The Great Am erjc.^h Ceitme Deop: As noted earlier^ rhis marertaJ Is drav^n 
from Ste\xn D. Le\mt, “Llndersranding Why Crime FclJ In the 1990's: Poor 
Factors That Explain the DccJinc and-Sis That Do Nor,"_^?-vwj/i?/^£ri3??£^wi£" 

18, no.. 1 (2004), pp. 163-90. / 120 James Alan Fox^s “tnten- 
tio nal Dverstateraent^^ See Torsten Ovc^ “No Simple SoJurLon for Solving 
Violent Crimes/' Posr-Guzerftf, September 12,1 393- 

122 PounciAws ^ere qko^hg incrr^sihgly softhr oh ckimel This and a 
number of related issues are discussed in Gar>'.S. Becker and GuitT* Nashar 
Becker, “Srlffer Jail Terms Will Make Gunmen More Gun-Shv” “How to 
Tackle Crime? Take a Tough, Head-On -Stance,” and "T'he Economic Ap¬ 
proach to Fighting Crime,” all in E^OKi^^^iiTS (NewTcorki McGraw- 
Hill, 1337)3 pp- 133—44; the chapters were adapted from 
articles by the same authors. 

122-24 Ijtciie\sed Reliance oh Prtsoms: Concerning the fifteenfold I nc tease In 
drug-crime prisoners, see Ilyana Kuaiemko and Steven D. Levicr, “An Em¬ 
pirical Analysis of Imprisoning Drug Offenders,” 

/fi'SS, nos. 3-10 (2004), pp. 2&43—66- / 123 What if'we. just turn all the 
prisonei's Loose? See William Nagel, “On Behalf of a Moratorium on Prison 
Consrruedon/' 23 (1377)3 pp- 132-74 .1 123 “Ap- 

papeutly, it takes a PhrD, - - See John |. Dilullo Jr., “Arresting Ideas] 
Tougher Law Enforcement Is Driving Down Lfrban Crime,” Pt?!icy 

no- 75 (Fail 1333)- 

124-25 C.^piTAL PuHisHMENTi Fot a frill tepott on New York Stare's failure to C3ce^ 
cute a single criminal, sec “Capital Punishment in New York Stare: Statistics 
from Eight Years of Representation, 1933-2003” (NewTork: The Capital 
Defender Office, ^August 2003)i which is a’h'ailable as of this WTlting ac 
n>'cdo.org^8yr.hrml. More recentJv? New York's Court of Appeals found the 
death penaltr^ itself unconsritudonaJ, effccthelv halting all executions. / 123 
Executing 1 criminaL ttaiialates- into 7 fewer homicides: See Isaac Ehrlich, 
“The Deterrent Effect of Capital Punishments A Question of Life and 
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Dearhi” 65 pp- ^!?7-417; and Isaac 

EhrlicK, “Capiral Punishment and Dercrrcncc: Some FurrherThoLigh.rs and 

Evidencc/'yi?w?fl^a/^Pi?/ifjirii/-£f(3.TO?:wv 8^ (1577)? pp. 741-88, / 125 “'I no 

lon^ct' sKall tliilcei'with tl'K machinery of tleatlV^ From justice Harrv A. 
Blackxnuns disscncing opinion in a 1994 Supreme Court decision denying 
levLcv^" of a Texas death-pen alt}" case: h 510 U.S. Il4l 

(1994)^ clrcd in Qui^?-f^ny % no. 9 (March 10, 

1993)^ It should be noted that American furies also seem to ha^nc lost their 
apperire for the death penaltv—in part. It seema, because of the frequenev 
with which innocenr people ha^'e been executed in recent years or exoner¬ 
ated v^hile on death row^ During the 1990s, an average of290 criminals wete 
gbnen the death sentence each I'ear^ in the hrst four Y'ears of the 20005, that 
number had dtopped to 174^ See Adam Liptak, ‘^Fewet Death Sentences 
Being Imposed in U.S-” Ntrw ihr/c Ti-Wd-j, September 15, 2004. 

126— 27 Do Police Ajcttjall^ Lowek Crime? Sec ■Ste^'en D. Lc-rirt, ^"Uslng EicetoraJ 

C}"cles in PoLce Hiting to Estimate the Effect of Police on 

87a -no- 3 (1997) a PP- 270—90; Steven D. Le\4tt, “Why Do 
Increased Arres t Rates Appeat to Reduce Crime: De terrence, Incapaci tation, 

or Measurement Error?"" Etr^wm^ I^^mry 36, no. 3 (1998), pp. 35.3—72’ 
and -Stev'en D. Levitr, “The Resporue of Crime Reporting Behavior ro 
Changes in the She of the Police Forcer Implications for Studies of Police Ef- 
fecth'eness Using Reported Crime Data,"^ 

14 (FebruaPr" 1998)5 pp. 62—SI - / 127The 19605 4i 4 gfcit time to be 
a criminah See Gary S. Becker and Guicy Nashat Becker, iof 

Liflr (T^ewTforkr McGraw-Hill, 1 997)a pp. 142—43- 

127— 30 New" York Cttys CRUrtE The “Athenian period” quote came 

from an author inter^hew" 'w^'ich former police captain Wtlliam J. Gorra, one 
of CompStafs in^'entors. / 123 Tke broken window theory: See James Q- 
Willson and George L. Keiling, “Broken Windov/si The Police and Neigh¬ 
borhood March 1982. / 130 Bi'^tton hiring more 

police in Los Angeles: Sec Terry McCarthy", “The Gang Bustci^” Time, Jan¬ 
uary 19, 2004. 

130—34 Guir Laws: Concerning rhe fact that the United Stares has more guns than it 
has adults, sec Philip Cook and jens Ludwig, tjww j'w & f ^ 

(^hshington: Police Foun- 
darlon, 1996)^ ^ 131 TLie gun-ccinie link;? See h-lark Duggan/"More Guns, 
More Crime,” 109a no. 5 (2001), pp. 

1086-1114. / 131 Guns In SwitzerUaci; Sec Stephen P Haibrook, “Armed 
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to the Teeth, □jlcI Free,'' June 43. 1995./ 132 The 

Impotent Brady Act: Sec lens Lud^-ig and Philip Cook, “Homicide and 
SuLclde Rates Associated ivNth Implcmentidon of the Brady Handgun Vio¬ 
lence Pim'ention Acc 234, no_ 3 

(2000)i pp. 583-91. / 132 Felons buying hlack-market guns: Sec janics 
D. Wrighc and Peter H. 

T.ijfcir (Hawrhomes NlY_: Aldine dc GruyteCi 1986). / 

133 The gun-fbr-psyebotherapy swap: See “Wise CJinib-Dov^m, Bad 
Veto,'' Li?sAfsg^l^ October % 1554. / 133 Wliy gun bu^Fiacks don^t 
work: Sec C. CaJlahanj F. Rb^era, and T. KocpselLa “Money for Gunsj E’-'alu- 
ation of the Searrle Gun Eiiv-Back Program,” 105i 

no. 4 (1554) a pp. 472—77; Da^id Kennedys jAnne Piehla and jAnrhony Braga, 
“Ttouch A^iolcnce in Eosron: Gun MarketSa ScrloLis Yburh OfJenderSa and a 
Usc-Reducrion Straregy," Li^' 39 (1556)3 pp- 

147— 83 H iind Peter Reurer and Jenny Mouzon, “AustraJja: A Massive Buy¬ 
back of Lcjw-Rlsk GunSa” In fJw?; Policy." Fffcctf 0^3 Crh?it‘ <t w 

l^iolc^ccy cd. Jens Ludwig and Philip Cook (^'ashingronj D.C.j Brooking 
Insricution, 2003)- / 133 John Lottos riglit-t<>-cai'iy theory: See john IL 
Lott Jr ajid David Mustard, “Right-to-Carrv Concealed Guns and the Im- 
pesrrance esf Deterrence,” 26 (lanuary 1997)3 pp- 

1-68: and lohn R. Lott jr„a7^^j?r Gu^ts^ Less Cri??7c," 

G«?j Cof7f7'ol Lf 2 i^s (Chicago: Univ^ersiry of Chicago Press, 1998). ! 133 John 
Lott as Mary Rosh: See jullan Sanchez, “The Mysterv' of Marv' Rosh,” 
son. May 2003? and Richard Morin, “Scholar Invents Fan to Ansi\'er His 
Critics,” Y^^shs?s^io?^ -R?/A February 1, 2003- / 133—34 Lotr's gun theory 
disproved: See Ian Avres and lohn |. Donohue III, “Shooring Down rhe 
^Moie Guns, Less Crime' Hyporhesis,'" 55 (2003)3 pp. 

1 193-1312: and Mark Duggan, “More Guns, More Crime,” four^ialcfPo- 
liric^lEco^??^}' 105, no. 5 (2001), pp. 1086-1114. 

134—35 The Bursttng or the Ceiack Bubble: For a discussion of crack's hlstorT" 
and partlcuJars, see Roland G. Fryer Jr., Paul Heaton, Steven Levirt, and 
Kevin Murphy, “The Impact of Crack Cocaine,” Llniversicv' of Chicago 
working puptr, 2003- / 134 23 percent of homicides: See Pad J. Goldstein, 
Henry H. Brownstein, Pacrlck L Rv'an, and Patricia A. Bellucci, “Crack and 
Homicide In Ne^'' York Cltj" A Case Study in rhe Epidemiology of Vio¬ 
lence,” in CpiTL";^' Af?ic?icai Dcf?Jo^ Drugs SccJalJustice:^ cd. Craig Reln- 

arman and Harry G. Levine (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1957)i 
pp. ILKSO. 


221 



Notes 


13^—36 Ftij?UL-.TTON^THEORYL S«.Ste\reji D. Lcvicr/TKc LJmj cccl Rjole 

of CfuingLng Age Snucture Lji ExpJai Ring Aggregate Crime Raccs,^ Cre'wi- 
37? no. 5 (1959)i pp- 501-^)^). AJtEoLLgh the aging ttieory has bv'now 
been widely discoLinieda learned experrs continLie do Soat it: sfe Marthew L 
WaJdi ‘^Most Crimes of Violence and Pro pert)- Hover ar 30 -Tcear Low,';” Alrw-' 

Scprenfibcr 13 ? 2004, in which Lawrence A. GiecnfielcL director 
oi the Bureau of justice StadstLcs, says? “There is probably no single factor ex¬ 
planation for why rhe crime rates ha%'e been going dovim all these vears and 
arc now at the lowest Le\'el since we starred measuring them in 1 973^ It prob¬ 
ably has to do with demographiesa andic probably has to do with having a Lot 
of^'enrvhigh-rate offenders behind bars/ ' / 135 "‘Tlwi'c Uirlu a cloud^': See 
lames Qj. ^'llsonj “Crime and Public Policy^ in C?JW^"a cd. James ^'llson 
and Joan rttersilla (San Francisco: ICS Press? 1 993)i 307. 

136—44 The jAborteoh-Ceime Links For an o%'er-''Lew 3 see John j. Donohue III and 
Steven D. Lc^Ntt, “The Impact of Legalized Abortion on Crimea^ 

1163 no. 2 (200 1 ), pp. 375—420; and John J. Donobue 
III and Steven D- Levitta “Further Evidence Thar Legalized Abortion Low¬ 
ered Crime: A Response to Jov'ce,” i!?f Ji^ou7'ir^ 393 no, 1 

(20134), pp. 29—49.. / 136 Abortli&n studies InEtstern Europe ind ScandU 
navta; See P K. Dagg, “The Psinchological Sequelae of Therapeutic Abor¬ 
tion—Denied and Completed,” _/i 3 ww.-r/ ^PsyirhMf^y 143, no. 5 

(May 1 991)3 pp. 578—and Henry' E^avid, Zdeneir Dvrry'ch, er aJ., 

^ (New- YorJu Springer, 

1988 ),/ 137ThcJ?iiw n opinions m U.S. 113 (1973)- 

/ 138 One study kas shown that the typicoL child^ See Jonathan Gruber, 
Philip P. Levine, and Douglas Staiger, “jA^ortion Legalizadon and Child Liv¬ 
ing Circumstances: ^'Tao Is the ^Marginal Child?"’ ” (^a7’fe7’fyi?f Eco- 
114 (1999)3 PP- 2 ^ 3 ^ 91 .. / 138 Strongest pfedlctai^ of a. criminal 
future: See Rolf Loeber and Magda Stouthamer-Loeber, “Family Factors as 
Correlates and Predictors oi Juv'enile Conduct Problems and Delinquency',” 
GvVnf voh 73 ccL Michael Tonrv' and Norvai Morris (Chicago: 

Llniv'cisity of Chicago Press, 1986 ): also, Robert Sampson and John Lauh 

d ritf L (Canabridge, 

MassLt Harv'ard LHlv'ersicy Press, 1993)l / 139 So does having a teenage 
mothen Sec ^'ilLiam S. Conaanor and Llad Phillips, “The Impact of Income 
and Family Structure on Delinquency',” University'ofCalilornLa-Santa Bar¬ 
bara wxirking paper, 1999 - f 139 xAnother study lias shown that low' nia- 
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tcmal education: Pijlctco Rji5arien et aJ.a “MaterjLil Smoking During Preg- 
nincy and Risk of CrimLnai Behavior j^mong j'\dulr Male OfEiprlng in rhe 
Norrhern Finland 1^66 Birrh Cohort ” of'IiyirJ?hiny 1^6 

(.1999)1 pp. S37-6-^ y Infanticide fell dramatically: See Susan Soien- 
sona Douglas Wicbe, and Pic hard Berk, ^"Legalized Aborrion and the Homi¬ 
cide of Young CliilcLren: An Empirical Invesrlgaticin,^A?M/>'ydy 

1)4 2 3 no. 1 (2002)5 pp- 239-36 l / l4l Studies of Australia 

and Canada: See Anind^Ti Sen, ^Does Increased Abortion Lead to Lower 
Crime? E’n'alnating the Relationship bctiA.'een Crime, Aborriona and Fertil- 
iry,” unpublished manLLScripc;, and -Andrew- Leigh and jusrin. WolferSn ^Abor¬ 
tion and Crimea”-4Q; no. 4 (2000)a pp- 

2 &-30 j / l4l Many of tlie aborted. babyprlssSeeJohn]. Donohue III 5 Jef¬ 
frey' Groggeri and Steven D- Lcvirti “The Impact of Legalized Abortion on 
Teen ChildbcarJnga” Universir>' of Chicago working paper^ 2002. / 142 
Abortion worse than sU'vety: See Michael S- PauLcng “Accusing lusticcj 
Some V^ariations on rhe Themes ofRoberr M. Cov'e/s ^fxr- 

no. 33 (19S9)s pp- 33—97- f 142 Abortion as '^the 
only effective cri me- prevention device^: See AnthonvV. Bouza^ 

Mystique: 

(New Yorkj Plenunria 1990)- / 142 $9 million to save a spotted owls See 
Gardner M_ BrowTi and jason F- Shogren, “Economics of the Endangered 
Species Act,^ 12, no. 3 (1993L pp. 3—20. / 

142 $31 to pievent another Exxon sptib See Glenn W. Har¬ 

rison, “Assessing Damages lor the Ejocon Valdez Oil SpiJl,” Uniwrsily' of 
Central Florida working papen 2004. I 142—43 Body-part price list: 
Drawn from rhe srace of Conneedenfs Workers" Compensarion Informa¬ 
tion Packeca p. 27a av^ailahle as of this writing ar w'cc.stare.cr.us/download/ 
aero bat^info-packe r. pdf 


5l what makes a perfect parent? 

147-50 The Ever Ch.^ngihg Wisdom of Pailektzhg Ejcpekts: Ann Hulbert, Hais - 

Af9id7SC£-i: d Cf?^r^?yofA^v^ccA^i?ut (New 

York: Knopfa 2003) L an eitremciv helpful compendium of parenting ad¬ 
vice. / 14S Cary Ezzo’s ^'^Lnfant-marugement strategy^’’ and sleep depriva¬ 
tion warning: See Gary' Ezio and Robert Bucknamj 
(•Sistersn Ore.L Mulrnomah, 1995)app- 32 and 53- f 148 T, Beery Biazelton 
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149-32 

130-33 

133-36 


137-39 

133 

139-60 


dad tK^ ^'^Late-ractL'we^' cliiJd: T. Berry Brazeltori:. 

rev. ecL (Nci^-Tfork: DclraV'ScymoLir Lawrence^ 13S3)i 
p. xxJJL. { l4S L, Eninictt Holtzs wdiniag against ""undue stLniufation^^ 
L. Emmett HoJt, 77^ Happy Baby (New Tcork: Dodd, Mead, 1324)3 p. 7- / 
148 Crjing as ''‘the babyV eiercise”: L. Emmect HoJti 77;^ Er^- 

if7g af ^ C^tecbis?njhr Us^ jW C/?iidf^fis (New 

York: Appleton? 1 634), p. 33^ 

A GUM OR 5vtTMMinG pooLr Scc Stev^n Lc^dct? “Pools MoDC Dangerous 
than Gtins?^ Chicago July 2S? 2001. 

PErER SA1MDM.^.H OM MAD-C-CTO" DISEASE \HD OTHER E15KS: ScC Amanda 

Hcsscl “^Squeaky Clean? Nor Evtn Close?” K^?'^ JanuaPf" ZS, 

2004; and ""’The- Pere-x Sandman Risk Communication Web Site” ar httpj// 
wwv-"-psandman.cQmAndeK..hcm. 

Ho\f Much Do Parents P-e.mj_y Matter? See liidirh Rich Harris^ JXv 

ChiH^?^ Ou^i/?c Th^' Do (New York; 
Free Press-, 1338); fora Harris profile irkar also provides ancxceJlenr re\"icw of 
the narurc-nurrure debatej see Malcolm GladwelJ? “"Do Parents Marrcr?’^ 
The A'cii-' yorher^ August 172 133S; and CaroJ Tavris, “"Peer Pressurei” Heu-* 
Yorh Zi'mff Becff SevieW:, September 13? 1338- / 155 "Here we go again’ 
See Tavrisa Nei^ Yo7:Jc f 155 Flttker called Haixis’s views “mind- 

boggling^’: Stev'en Pinker? ^Sibling Ri\'aLryi Why rke Nature^TJurture De¬ 
bate Wont Go Awaya” BosfeGloi^-^ Otrober 13 2 2002? adapted from Ste^'en 
Pinker? The BlaKh SUfo: 7J?e Afe^e7f7 D'miij/ (New York; 

Y^Lking? 2002). 

SCHOOL CHOICE IN CHICAGO] THis matedaJ Is drawn from Julie Berrr 
CuileRa Brian jacob, and ScevenD- Le\dtr, "The Impact of SchooJ Choice on 
Student Outcomes: An Analj'sis of the Chicago Public Schools,” 

Public FcorioTnicfj forthcoming: and Julie Bern" CulJcn? Brian Jacob? and 
Ste\nen D. Leyirt? “The Effect of School Choice on Student Outcomes] Evi¬ 
dence from Randomized Lotteries?” National Bureau of Economic Research 
working papei^ 2003- 

STUDEKTS’SHO AREtTv'E AT HIGH SCHOOL HOT PEEP.ARED TO DO HIGH SCHOOL 

msEK: See Tamar Lewin? ""More Students Passing Regen tSa but Achievement 
Gap Persisrsa” Non.' ib^h March IS, 2004. 

The Black-White Income Gap Tr.aced to Eighth-Grade Test Score 
Gael See Derek Neal and William R. lohnsona '^The Role of Pre-Marker Fac¬ 
tors in Black-White Wage DifFercjKes?” c/'PoIidcal Ecowmy 104 

( 1336)1 pp. S63—33; and June ONelil, ‘^The Role of Human CapitaJ In 
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Earnings Differences Between BJack and Whlre 

4^ no. 4 ( 1990 ), pp. 25-46./ 160 ^"Reducing t(ie blick-wkitc 
test sfoie gap”: See ClirLsDophcr jencks and. MeredlLh PhiJJips^ “Americas 
Nest Achjevement Tescs Closing rJie BJack-WEite Test Score Gap,” Am^j- 
c^?iP?usp^t4Q (Scptcmbcr-October 1993,3^pp.44-33- 
160 “Acting ^'hite”: Sec Da^^ild Austen-Smirk and RjoJandG. Fryer Ir.i ""The 
Economics of "Acting White/ National Bureau of Economic Research 
working paperi 2003- f 16^^ Kareeni AbdiiL-Jabbar: Kareem Abdul-Jabbar 
and Perer Knobler, GiarifSt^ps (New York: Banram, i 9S3)i p. 

160—75 THE BE-ACK-’-PTTrrE TEST SCORE G.\T .■WD THE Eci-S: Thls material ^■as drawn 


from Roland G. Fpr'^r In and Stc\^n D. Levitt, ""Understanding die EJack- 
Whire Test Score Gap in rhe First Two Years of SchooU^ ^fEco- 

iT^m/ Srd^sfks 86, no. 2 (2004), pp- 447—464- While rhis paper 

contains Jirtle discussion of rhe correlation between rest scores and home- 
based factors (television viewing, spanking-, etc-), a regression of those data is 
included in the papers appendb:. Regarding rhe ECLS study irselF: as of this 
writing, an ov'er^Uew^of the srudi'i^as pos ted at nces.cd.gov'/ec Is/- 

171 .\OOFrrVE I'-^ElENTS’^tTTH HEGHER IQS THAN BIRTH MOTHER:'Sce BtUCe Sacer- 
doce-, ""The Nature and Nurture of Economic Outcomes/’ National Bureau 
of Economic Research working paper, 2000- 

172 riHNESH LiTERACYi See Liierce A\viiitz, “Educators Flocking to FinJand, 

Land of Literare Children,” Avw>' Yo7'i ApriJ 9i 2004. 

173 A BOOK FOR Fv'ERY TCfTi See John Kcilman, “Governor Wants Books for Tots; 
Kids Would Get 60 bv^j'^ge 5 in Effort to Boost Literacy",” 

lanuaTr" 12, 2004. 

173—76 THE iNFTUEHCE OP AoorTTh"B PAREKTSE See Sacerdoce, "The Nature and 
Nunure oi Economic Ouccomes.*' 


6. PERFECT PARENTING, PART II; OR: WOULD A ROSHANDA BY 

ANY OTHER NAME SMELL AS SWEET? 


179-ao 


180-31 




THE STOEa" OF LOSER L.^HEE Dta’^m ftom auchor inEcrvievx's and from Sean 
Gardiner, "‘‘Winner and Loseri Names Don t Decide Destiny,” 

22 , 2002 - 

THE iODGE .\ND THE TEMPTRESS: Bascd on autho t intervfews* 

EiOLAND G- Fm'ER AND THE STUDY OF BLACK UHDER.ACHIEVEMEHT. Dtawn 

from author inrerview's. 

THE BLACK-vTiiTE ciGiARETTE GAP: Sce Lloyd johnsron, Patrick O^Mailcv'; 
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182-S9 

LSe 

la? 

ia7 

iaa 

190 

190 


Jerild BacLman, and John Schulcnborg, “Cigarerte Brand Preferences 
Among Adolescents^^ tf?^Fufurf Pcipc ^-Insdcuce 

for Soclil Research, UnLv'ersJty ofMichlganj 1 99^- 

BUJZK NAMES (aHD OTHER BLACK-WHITE CULTURE G.AEs)] See Roland G- 

Fr^'er jr. ind Scev'en D. LcA'ittT “The Causes and Consequences of Dlstinc- 
tJvelv Black NimeSi” of Fi'owmki 119 t no. 3 (Augusc 

2004 ), pp. 767 - 505 . 

“white” resumes orating out “black” e^sumese The most recenr audit 
study to reach such, a conclusion Ls Marianne Bertrand and SendhU Mul- 
lainathana “Are Emily and Greg More Emploj'able rhan Lakisha and Jamalt 
A Field Experiment Eddence on Labor Market Discrimination,” NarionaJ 
Bureau of Economic Research working paper, 2003 l 

TO XING HFb'HO AUGUSTUS EI3WER ALEXANDER ’W'BISER KNUCKLES JEKEMI- 

jENKO-coHLEVj Scc Tiia Bahianipour, “A Boy Nan'^cd Yo, Etc.: Name 
Changes, Both PracticaJ and FancifuL Are on the Rise,” Atw Tiwff, 
September 233 2003 - 

MICHAEL GOLDBERG, iHDiAN-BORN siKHL Sce Robcrr R Worth, “LJvery 
Driver Is Wounded in a Shoo ting,” A'Vw ' February 93 2004 . 


^TLiJAM MORRIS, wi ZELMAN MOSEs: Aurhor inrePi-dew w-dch Alan Kannof 
fo rmer chief operating officer of the ^'jJiiam Morris Agency. 

BRAND N.AMES .AS PCRST NAMESi DrawQ ftom California birth-certiheate data 
and also discussed in Srephanie Kang, “Naming the Babv". Parenrs Brand 
Their Tot with Whafs Hot,” Yfolf Deceniber 26 , 2003 - 

.A GIRL MAMED SHiTHEADJ Thc woDfian who Called the radio show to cell 
Roland Fiyner about her niece Shithead might hav^e been misinformed, of 
course, or ev'en outright hing. Regardless, she was hardly alone in her feeling 
that black nan:ies sometimes go coo far. Bill Cosby, during a speech in 
2004 at [he NAACP^s y. fifricch-annKrisarv gala, 

lambasted lower-income blacks for a vuriety of self destructivie beha\dors, in¬ 
cluding rhe giving of “ghetto” names, Cosbv' ■w^'as simimarily excoriated b>' 
white and black critics alike. (Sec Barbara Ehrenrelch, “The New Cosb^' 
Kids,” Avti^ July S, 2004 ; and Debra DLckerscma “Americas 

Granddad Gets Ornery,” July 1332004 .) Soon after, rhe California edu¬ 
cation secretary, Richard Rloidan—thc wealthy, white former msyoi of Los 
j\ngeles—found himself under arrack for a perccK^d racial slight. (Sec Tim 
Rutten, “Rioidan Stung b>-'Gotcha" News,” Jj.wtfs, July 1 0 , 2004 -) 


Rloidan, vid ring a San ta Barbara librarv to promote a reiding program, met a 
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190 


196 


six-year-old girl named IsLs. She cold Rlocdan chac her name meanc "^Egjptim 
princess^ - Rjordan, crying to make a joke, rcpJjed, “It means scnpLcL dircy gid.’’ 
The cesLilranc oucrage led blaek actKdsts Co call for Rjordan^s resignation. 
Mervyn E>ymally, a black assemblyman from Compton, explained chat Isis 
was “a litrie.-yxican-American girl. Woiald he have done that to a iv-hLce girl?’^ 
As it turned out, hoi^'ev'er, Isis w-viy whice. Some activists tried co keep rhe anti- 
Rio rdan pcoces talive, but IsLs^s mochei; Trinicya encouraged everrone to relax. 
Her daughteri she explained, hadht caken Rioedads [oke seriously “I got the 
impression,^ Trinitv said, ^"rhar she dtdnV rhtnk he wasv'erv bright.” 
Oil^hq-eJelud and LeMONjEi-Lor -Although these names ha^^ the v^kltT of 
urban legend about them—thev'nre, Ln fact, discussed on a ^rariety of web- 
si res rhar dispel (or pass along) urban legends—the authors learned of rhe ex¬ 
istence ofOrangeJello and LemonJelLo from DougMcAdam, a sociologist at 
Stanford Uni^'ersLtv", who swears he met the twin boys in a grocery store,. 

A MUCH LOMCER LIST OF AMO eoye" m.amesc Hcrc lics an arbicrarv coJ- 

icetion of names rhatace intcresringa pcecti-a uncommon, very oommonj or 
somehow quincessential, along wLrh the levncJ of cducition rhat they signify. 
(Each name occurs at least ten times in the California names data.) 


SOME GIRLS^ NAMES 

(Years of mother's education in parentheses) 

Abigail (14.72), .Adelaide (153^)a Alessandra (13-19)a Alexandra AJice 

( 14 . 50 ) 7 Alison [14.82), Alison (14.54)i Amalia (15-25)i .Amanda (13-30)7 Amber 
(12.64), Ami" ( 14 . 09)1 Anabelle (14.68), Anastasia (13-98), Angelina (12.74), Annabel 
(13-40), Anne (15.49), An^Ti (l4.97)i Ashley (lZ-89)i iAitumn (12.86), Ava (l4.97)i 
Aziza ( 11 . 52 ), BaiLrr" (13-33)i Bcacricc (14*74), Bcatrii (11.42), Belinda (12.79)i Betti" 

( 11 . 50 ) , Bieanna (12.71 )□ Brtcc (13-39)i Brittany (12.87)? Bronte (14.42), Brookl>Ti 
(13-50), Brooklynne (13-10)i Cat din (14.36)7 CaitJynn (13^03)i Cammle (12_G0), 
Campbell (15-69), Carly (l4J13), CarmeJJa (14JZ3), Cassandra (13-38), Cassidi" 
(13-36), Care (15-23)i CachJeen (14.31)7 Cecilia (14.36), Chanel (15^00), Charisma 
(13-35)a Chariottc (14.98), ChastLr>^* (10.66), Cherokee (11.86), ChJoc (14.32), 
Christina (13.59)3 Clara (15-40), Cierra (12.97)7 Cordelia (15-19)3 Courrn^'' (1 3-35)i 
Crimson (11.33)7 Cynthia (12.79)3 Dahlia (14.94), Danielle (i3-69)i Daphne (14.42), 

* CoDC-£jnjJig rhe ce^nage girl Jiarued Temptress onp. ISO: judging from Clia5LjTy'spoorsbi?wingbej-£,ii 
is doubrful rhatlemptnes wouJd haul's gained much benefit from bejng called ChasrltT- 
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Darlene (12.22), Dawn (12.71)? Deborah (13-70)? December (12.00 )t Delilah (1 3^00)^ 
Denise (12.7IJ? Dcnlz (13.27)i Desiree (12.62), Destiny (11.63)i Dlimond (1 L70)i 
Diana (13-34), Diane (14.10), Dora (l4.31)i Eden (14.41), Eileen (14.6^)), Ekarerlna 
(13-09)? Dlzaberh (14.23)? EJliabethann (12.46), EJla (13-30), Ellen (15-17)? Emerald 
(13-17)? EmlUr (14.17)? Emma (15-23)i Ealrh (13-39)? Florence (14.83)? Francesca 

(14.30) , Franlde (12.32), Fraruiska (13-18)? GabrleLe (14.26), Gennifcr (14_73)? Geor¬ 
gia (14.82), Geraldine (11.33)? Gin^r (13.34), Grace (15-03)? Grade (13.81), 
Grerchen (14.91)? Gi^yneth (15..04)a Halc>" (13.84), FLiile (14.86), Hannah (14.44), 
Hiliri- (14 l 59)? Hillary (13^94), liana (15-83)? Ilene (13-59)? Indigo (14.33), Isabel 
(13-31)? Isabeil (13.50), Ivy- (13^43)? Jacquclln (12.78), Jacqueline (14.40), Jade 
(13.04), jamle (13^32), Jane (13-12), Janet (12.94), Jeanette (13-43)? Jeannette (13-86), 
jemma (15-04), Jennifer (13-77)? lohanna (14 l 76), Jordan (13-85), Joyce (12.30), JuJiec 
(14.96), Kailci" (13-76)? Kara (13-95)? Kaxissa (13-05)? Kace (15-23)? Katelynne 

(12.65) ? BGrhcrine (14.95)? Kayla (12.96), Kelsey- (14d7)? Kendra (13-63)? Kennedy 
(14.17)? Kimla (13-.66), Ky-lic (13*83)? Lad (12.41), Ladonna (1 L60), Lauren (14.38), 
Leah (14.30), Lenora (13-26), Lexlngron (13-44), Lexus (12.35)? Liberty- (13-36), Liesl 
(15-42), Lily-(14_84), Linda (12_76'), Linden (15-94), LlzaberK (13-42), Lizberh (9*66), 
Lucia (13-39)i Luciile (14.76), Lucy-(13.01), Lidia (14.40), MacKemie (14.44), Made¬ 
line (15-12), Madison (14d3), Mandy (13-00), Mara (13.33)? Margaret (15-14), 
MariaK (13-00), Mary- (14.20), Marisse (15-36), Maya (13-26), Meadow (12.65)? 
Megan (13-99)? Melanie (13-90), Meredith (15-37)? Mkhaela (14.13)? Micheala 
(12.95)? MillIcenf (14.61), Molly (14,34), Montana (13*70), Naomi (14.03)? Naseem 
(13-23), Natalie (14_58), Nev'ada (14.61), Nicole (13.77)? Nora (14.88), Oliv'e (1 5-64), 
Olivia (14.79)? Paige (14.04), Paisley (13.84), Paris (13-71)? Patience (11.80), PearJ 
(13-48), Penelope (14.33)? Phoebe (15.18), Phoenix (13-28), Phy-ILb (11.93)? Portia 
(13-03)? Precious (11.30), Quinn (13-20), RacheJ (14.31)? RacheJJ (1 L76), Rebecca 
(14.05)? Renee (13-79.)? Rhjannon (13-16), Rikki (12.34), RemnJe (12.72), Rosalind 
(13-26), Ruby (14.26), Sabrina (13-31)? Sadie (i3.69)? Samantha (13-37)? Sarah 
(14_16'), Sasha (14.22), Say-eh (13-25)? Scarlett (13*60), Sein:ia (12.78), September 

(12.30) , Shannon (l4dl), Shavk (12.77)? Shayna (14.00), Shelbv- (13-42), Sherri 
(12.32), Shira (15-60), Shirley- (12.49)? Sin:ione (14.96), Siobhan (14.83), Sloiimn 
(12.61), Solveig (14.36), Sophie (13-45)? Stacy- (13*08), Stephanie (13-45.)? Str-4c 
(12.67)? Storm (1 2 . 31)1 Sunshine (12.03)? Susan (1373)? Suzanne (14-37)? Sv'etlana 

(11.65) ? Tabitha (12-49)? Talk (15-27)? Tallulah (14.88), Tatkna (14.42), Tarum 

(14.25)? Tay-lor (13.63)? Tess (14.83)? Tk (12.93)? TifFany (12.49)? Traor' (13-50), Trin¬ 
ity- (12.60), Trudy (14.83), Vanessa (12.94), Venus (12.73)? Veronica (13.83)? 
Veronique (15-80), Violet (13-72), ^'Tirnei- (13-79)? (1 3-83)? Yael (15.53)? Vas- 

mlnc (14.1 0), Y^nne (13-02), and Zoc (15-03)- 
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SOME BOYS' NAMES 

(Years of mother's education in parentheses) 

-Wn fl3J4). Abdarabmaji (14.03), Acc (12.39), Adam (I4.07)i AJdan (I ^3% 
Alexander (,14-49)i Alistair (15..34)i Andrew (l4.19)i Aristorlc (14.20), Ashley (12*95)i 
AtticLis (14.97)i BayJor (14^34), Bjorn (15-12), Blaae [13-55), Blue (13-35), Brian 
(13-92), Buck (12.31), Bud (12.21), Buddy (1 L95), Caleb (13.91), Callam (15^0), 
Career (14.33), Chaim (I4_ti3)a Christ (11.50), Christian (13-55)i Clyde (12.94)i 
Cooper (14.96), Dakota (12.92), DanleJ (14.01)., DashieJJ (15-26)i David (1 3-77)i 
Deniz (15*ti5)a Dylan (13-53), Eamon (15-39), Dcon (12.23), EjniJ (14.05), Eric 
(14.02), Finn (15-37), Forres t (13 -75), Franklin (13-5 5), Gabriel (14.39), Gary' (12.5^), 
Glancarlo (15-05), Giuseppe (13.24), Graydon (15-51), Gusra™ (11.68), Hashem 
(12.76), Hugh (14_60), Hugo (13-00), Idean (14.35), Indiana (13^30), Isaiah (13-12), 
Jackson (15.22), Jacob (13-76), J^ggtr (13.27), Jamieson (15-13), JedldJah (14.06), 
Jeffrey' (13-33), Jeremi- (13.46), Jesus (3.71), Jihad (1L60), Johan (15-11), John- 
Paul (14.22), Jonarhan (13-36)i Jordan (13^73), Jorge (10.49), Joshua (13-49), 
Joslah (13-93), JuJes (15-48), Justice (12-45), F!Al (14.85), Keanu (13.17), Keiler 
(15-07), Kevin (14.03), Kieron (14.00), Kobe (13-12), Kramer (14.80), Kurt (14.33), 
Lachlan (15-60), Lars (15.09), Leo (14.76), Lev (14.35), Lincoln (14.87), Lonn'v 
(1L93), Luca (13-56), Malcolm (14.3Q), Margin (11.36), Max (14.93), Maximilian 
(15-17), Michael (13-ti6), Michelangelo (15-53), Mlro (15-00), Ktohammad (12.45), 
Molses (9-69), Moses (13*11), Moshc (14.41), Muhammad (13-21), Musrafk (13-85), 
Nathaniel (14.13), Nicholas (14.02), Noah (14.45), Norman (12.90), Olher (15.14), 
Orlando (12.72), Otro (13-73), Parker (14.69), Parsa (152-2)^ Patrick (1425), Paul 
(14.13), Peter (15^00), Philip (14.82), Philippe (l5*6l), Phoenix (13-03), Preslei^ 
(12.63), Quenrin (13-34), Ralph (13-45), Raphael (14,63), Reagan (14.92), Rex 
(13-77), Rextord (14.39), Rocco (13-63), Rock>' (11.47), Rol.and (13-95), Romain 
(15-69), Royxe (13-73), Russell (13-63), R>^an (14.04), Sage (13*63), Saleh (10.15), 
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Notes 


199 MOST roPLTLAr. ^Tiir£ GiGi. 19^0 AMD looo: The California names 

daca acruaily begin in. 196 T but [he lear-no-year dlfterence is negligible. 

202 SHiKJ-E^'TEMPii AS ssTrirxoM, HOT CAUSE: See Sranlcy- Ueberson, A 

Hi?w Avt?««s, Cw/fw?r (New Havnen, Conna YaJe 

Unb'eisitv Piessi 2000). A Har^'ard. sociolaglsr, Lieberson is rhe acknowl¬ 
edged masrerof (among orher subjects) rhe academic sr udy of names. For in- 
stancea A Jks^ details how, from I96O5 It was American Jewish 

families w'ho firsr popularized many girls’ names (Amy? Danlcllca Erica, Jen¬ 
nifer, jcssica, MeJissa, Rachel, Rebecca, Sarah, Staci^ Stephanie, Tracy) while 
only a handful (j^shlcy, KeJJy, and Kimberly) began in non-jewish famiJics- 
Another good discussion of naming babies can belound in Peggy'Oiensfeln-. 

Where Ha’i-'e All rhe Dsas Gone?’’ Avw.' f&ri’ july 6, 2003 ; 

and, ifonlvfor entertainment, sec (2001Alan Berliner’s 

doc umentary film about names. 

202 Bovi HAMEs BEcoMtHG ciRi^’ w/LMEs (eut tfOT ^^c£ versa)] Thls obser^^a- 
tion Is drawn from the work of Cleveland Kent Evans, a psvchologisc 
and onomasrlcian at Eelle\'ue Unh'ersiry in BclWue, Nebraska. A san:iple 
of Evuins’s work is a\'aiJable as of this writing ac academic.beJle\-ue.edu/ 
-CKEvans/cevans.hrmJ: see also Clev'eland Kent Evans, 

Baiiy (Ljncolnwood, Ill.] Publications InternationaiySigner, 

1 994 ); and Cleveland Kent Evuns, TVj^ Bcil^y (Lincoln- 

wood, IlL] Publications Inrernational/Plume, 1 997 )- 


EPILOGUL TWO PATHS TO HARVARD 

206-7 THE VTriTE Ecn"\rHO onrs^up outsiihe CHicAco-iThis passage, as well as rhe 
earlier passage abour rhe same boy on pp. 1 53-3G'a '^'las drawn from author 
inter^Tews and from Ted Kaezynski, Tmtf? V^us LfW, unpublished manu¬ 
script, 1998: see also Stephen ]. Dubner, “I Don’t Want co Li’-ne Long. I 
Would Rather Gee rhe Death Penalty than Spend the Rest of My Llfr In 
Prison,” October IS, 1999 - 

206-7 THE BLACK BOT PEOM DAYTONA EEACHt Ttils passogc, as Well as the carllcr 
passage about the same bcTf' on p. 15^, were drawn from author inrer\ 4 ews 
with Roland G. Fryer In 
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